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EXTRACT OBAMA SPEECH: There must be a sustained effort to listen to each other; to 

learn from each other; to respect one another; and to seek common ground.  

 

DEVICHAND: Barack Obama, then … and now. 

 

EXTRACT OBAMA SPEECH: (HAIL TO THE CHIEF MUSIC) And so long as I’m 

Commander-in-Chief, we will sustain the strongest military the world has ever known.  

 

DEVICHAND: Then.   
 

EXTRACT OBAMA SPEECH: For all the cruelty and hardship of our world, we are not 

mere prisoners of fate. Our actions matter, and can bend history in the direction of justice. 

 

DEVICHAND: Now? 

 

EXTRACT OBAMA SPEECH: (HAIL TO THE CHIEF MUSIC) A new tower rises above 

the New York skyline, Al Qa‘aeda is on the path to defeat, and Osama bin Laden is dead. 

(applause) 

 

DEVICHAND: After four years of President Obama, many of his liberal fans - in 

America and beyond - feel cheated. They thought they were electing a man who would 

undo what they saw as the worst excesses of his predecessor. But they were wrong. 

Don’t take my word for it.  

 

MALE: Barack Obama, to a remarkable degree, continued George W Bush’s 

counterterrorism policies. 

 

SEGUES TO: 

 

JAFFER: It’s certainly true, the indefinite detention policy, the military commissions policy, 

warrantless wiretapping, targeted killing. 

 

SEGUES TO: 

 

WALT: The differences between the Obama administration and Bush’s second term - not the 

first term but the second term - are not that great. 

 

DEVICHAND: The view that Obama has turned out to merely be a “lite” version of 

George W Bush is shared by America’s political left and right alike. In this edition of 

Analysis, I’ll be asking why Barack Obama has chosen the foreign policy path he has. 

And I’ll be asking whether those liberal supporters who cheered him to office in 2008 

were naïve to place their trust in him. 

 

DREZNER: If you date someone whose prior relationship, prior boyfriend was just an utter 

total bastard, then all you have to be is a relatively decent human being and you are suddenly 

the greatest boyfriend ever 

DEVICHAND: One thing’s for sure: The fact that Obama is so thoroughly outgunning 

the Republicans on foreign and national security policy is making this year’s 

presidential election campaign a strange and fascinating one. 
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REIDEL: The difference between this presidential election and the last dozen or so on the 

issue of national security is amazing. For the first time really in decades, the Democrats are 

the Daddy Party who say we can protect you better than the Republicans. 

 

DEVICHAND: But before all that, let’s go back to the beginning.  

 

SLAUGHTER: When President Obama took office, the first job was to reintroduce America 

to the world. It’s hard to remember now because the President’s been really very successful, 

but in 2009 global views of the United States were very, very negative.  

 

DEVICHAND: That’s Professor Anne-Marie Slaughter of Princeton University.  Last 

year she stepped down from one of the Obama administration’s top foreign affairs jobs 

in the State Department.  

 

SLAUGHTER: President Obama had this vision of forging a new relationship with the 

Muslim world, working through international institutions rather than against them, you know 

leading but leading in cooperation with others, and really of the United States working to 

solve global problems rather than to wage war and set an agenda that other nations were 

expected to follow. 

 

DEVICHAND: Daniel Drezner, at Tufts University, says Team Obama - who assumed 

the rest of the world were as sick of America’s rogue-ish behaviour as they were - relied 

heavily on this “engagement” strategy to solve a number of problems. 

       

DREZNER: The Obama administration sort of talked a good game about multilateralism, 

but the reason they talked a good game about it was not necessarily the same reasons that 

let’s say Europeans or liberal Americans did, which is they thought of multilateralism as a 

form of burden sharing.  

 

DEVICHAND: In other words, for President Obama, talking peace in Cairo or Berlin, 

was about much more than lofty morals. The hope was that France, Brazil, China, even 

Iran, would become less hostile and take on some responsibility - on regional 

cooperation, on climate change, or in rebuilding Afghanistan. And that would free up 

the White House to focus on domestic policies. Anne-Marie Slaughter helped 

mastermind a strategy when she was at the State Department which she’s compared to - 

well - Spiderman’s. 

 

SLAUGHTER: The Spiderman movie mantra is “With power comes responsibility”. And 

that’s a good shorthand for Obama’s message to the world, which is to say to all nations that 

want to be great powers, we will make room for you on the world stage; but if you want to be 

a great power you have to take responsibility for intervening when there are crises, for taking 

action, for helping to solve problems. 

 

DEVICHAND: So far, so peaceful. There was only one problem. “Engagement” relied 
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on other countries being flattered into action by all this attention from their new 

boyfriend, America’s poetic President. Sometimes it worked - Russia, for one, agreed to 

scrap some nuclear warheads - but China, emboldened by its economic rise, and by the 

corresponding financial crisis in the West, proved more troublesome. And in some 

cases, “engagement” just flat out failed. 

 

MOUSAVIAN: Even when President Obama announced engagement with Iran, I was very 

much optimistic. But during three years of Obama’s presidency, we have had the most hostile 

actions by the US against Iran in the history of Iran-US relations after the Revolution while 

we were supposed to have engagement policy. 

 

DEVICHAND: That was Ambassador Syed Hussein Mousavian, of Iran - and regular 

Analysis listeners might recognise the clip from an interview he gave us back in March, 

about the dangerous breakdown in trust between the US, Israel and Iran. For our full 

take on “War Gaming Iran” go to the Analysis page on the Radio 4 website. But here’s 

the story in a nutshell: Barack Obama reached out to Iran; he offered to sit down with 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad; he didn’t even side with Iran’s Green Revolution protesters. 

But they, Iran’s Ayatollahs, offered nothing much in return. Dan Drezner.         

 

DREZNER: They really did think that first year that Obama’s personal popularity would 

translate into a little more leeway in terms of a variety of sort of contentious issues, and that 

didn’t happen. 

 

DEVICHAND: It might not be entirely fair to blame President Obama for the way 

others responded to his outstretched hand. Nowadays he reaches out much less often - 

but his liberal critics say that’s been accompanied by a hardening up of policy. 

  

JAFFER: The Obama administration has dropped the rhetoric of the war on terror or on the 

war on terrorism, but it has not dropped the policies that were underlying that rhetoric. 

  

DEVICHAND: Jameel Jaffer is the lawyer who leads national security cases at the 

ACLU - America’s leading civil liberties organisation. He’s furious that despite a bold 

initial promise to close Guantanamo Bay in Cuba, a promise repeated in his Nobel Prize 

acceptance speech, the President has in fact reversed his position one step at a time - 

Guantanamo Bay remains open, indefinite detention without trial has been accepted, 

and Al-Qa’eda terrorists will be tried by closed military commissions and not by 

American courts as Obama first wanted.  

 

FALLOWS: The reason Guantanamo is still open, number one, is the path the Bush 

administration set us down in that field is a difficult path to recover from because if you keep 

people for years and years without normal legal protections, then it’s very hard to undo that. 

  

DEVICHAND: James Fallows of The Atlantic magazine has been watching Presidents 

for a long time. He says the failure to close Guantanamo, much like the failure to engage 
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Iran, is not all the President’s fault - he did try to close it, but he couldn’t. 

FALLOWS: The truth is that his attempt to close Guantanamo and return them to the US for 

trial was flat out blocked by Republicans in the senate and he was not able to overcome that.  

 

SEGUES TO: 

 

JAFFER: It’s true that congress was tying the administration’s hands. But the administration 

does have the ability to fight back against those restrictions; the administration does have the 

ability to go to the American people and say these restrictions don’t make any sense. I don’t 

think that this administration is ideologically committed to a war on terror, but I think that 

they end up making many of the same decisions for political reasons, for reasons having to do 

with raw politics. 

 

DEVICHAND: Jameel Jaffer. If his interpretation is correct, President Obama doesn’t 

look so liberal and principled any more - but he does at least look politically shrewd. He 

sacrificed Guantanamo so he could spend political capital on other priorities, like 

reforming healthcare. But some think Obama’s embrace of Bush-era anti-terror 

policies may not just be a question of tactics. Maybe he actually likes them. 

 

GOLDSMITH: When he got into office and he started reading the threat reports, and when 

he assumed the unique, undelegable responsibilities for national security of the Presidency, 

he had a different perspective. His responsibilities were different and he had a different 

attitude towards his powers. 

 

DEVICHAND: As assistant attorney-general to George W Bush, Harvard law professor 

Jack Goldsmith was the architect of much of the war on terror’s legal apparatus and 

he’s about to publish a new book on the subject.  

 

GOLDSMITH: The reason Obama has embraced it is in part because of necessity, because 

of his new responsibilities and the nature of the threat; in part because he learned that the 

policies, especially at the end, were working better than he realised. But the most important 

point is that the policies that were being exercised under George W Bush at the end of his 

administration were not just George W Bush’s policies. They were, in a very real sense, the 

nation’s policies - the policies that the United States had adopted through a multi year set of 

deliberations and arguments involving all the institutions of our government.  

 

WALT: Obama, although he had very good instincts on foreign policy, he did not know an 

enormous amount about everything the United States was doing internationally when he 

became President, and of course he was getting educated by the people who were already 

committed to a certain approach to the world. 

  

DEVICHAND: Steve Walt, also at Harvard, agrees that the Obama of the 2008 

campaign trail - the man who wanted to engage Iran and the Muslim world, and to close 

Guantanamo - had to change course in office, because that’s how the Presidency works.  
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WALT: There are only a finite number of issues, of important issues that a president can 

really put his or her stamp on. And one of the mistakes I believe they did make is you know 

they hit the ground running on a whole series of agendas, and of course most of them never 

came to fruition because the President’s time is limited, the amount of political capital he can 

devote to any one issue is finite.  

  

DEVICHAND: According to this view, then, the President is just one man, trying his 

best in a political system which has its own momentum. Obama has ended the Iraq war, 

and plans to do the same in Afghanistan, but then again he has simultaneously 

embarked on a war of his own - ramping up a new kind of conflict, using unmanned 

planes, or “drones”. Far from America - tiny and dirt-poor - sits Yemen. Let’s linger 

there for a while, because Yemen is a key theatre in this “shadow war” and President 

Obama’s actions there tell us a lot about the way he sees the world, and America’s role 

in it.  

 

JOHNSEN: So we know that there are two parallel drone programmes in Yemen - one run 

by the CIA and one run by Joint Special Operations Command. We know that the US Navy is 

heavily involved; they fire missiles. We know that there are special forces and trainers that 

are involved as well. But what exactly all of these different agencies and units within the US 

Government and the US Military are doing in the name of the United States is largely 

unknown.  

 

DEVICHAND: That’s Gregory Johnsen, a Yemen expert at Princeton University. Very 

little is known about the drone strikes Obama has ordered against Al Qa’eda’s affiliates 

in Yemen, because it is a covert operation. Britain’s Bureau of Investigative Journalism 

collates reported deaths from drone strikes. It thinks there have been around 500 so far 

this year in Yemen alone, and possibly many more. Jameel Jaffer. 

 

JAFFER: Some of these so-called “militants” are people who genuinely want to attack the 

United States. Others are people who are fighting other battles that have nothing to do with 

the United States; and still others are people who are just military age men who happen to be 

in the vicinity of somebody whom the administration wants to kill. So it’s a policy that has 

expanded quite grotesquely from a human rights perspective. 

 

DEVICHAND: America’s critics say he ought to know better. He’s a graduate of 

Harvard Law School who once delivered lectures about the rights and protections of the 

US Constitution. Obama’s defenders say he’s still the same thoughtful and fair-minded 

guy who brings that experience to these difficult decisions. It’s a point I put to Jameel 

Jaffer.  

DEVICHAND: There have been stories in the newspapers - perhaps some of their 

provenance comes from the administration itself - and in these stories President Obama is 

said to take a personal interest in every drone strike, to weigh up the moral consequences 

with reference to his career as a constitutional lawyer and a law professor and looking at St. 
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Thomas Aquinas and the ancient principles of natural justice, and he takes a very kind of 

judicial and thoughtful interest in every single decision to strike and kill somebody with a 

drone. 

JAFFER: Right. It’s not plausible that President Obama is actually deciding whether the 

trigger should be pulled in each of these instances. It’s not plausible because they are pulling 

the trigger multiple times a day, and if President Obama were the one making these decisions, 

he wouldn’t have time for anything else. So it’s not plausible. But more importantly, I think 

it’s not relevant because these powers - even if you think that President Obama is going to 

use them wisely and is using them wisely, and I think there’s reason to doubt that but even if 

you think that that’s true - these powers will be available for the next president and the 

president after that, and you have to think about whether you want these powers in the hands 

of you know whether it’s President Mitt Romney or President Hillary Clinton or President 

Rick Santorum or whoever it is. These powers will be available to them and these powers 

will be available in every future conflict.  

 

DEVICHAND: James Fallows - the Atlantic magazine’s veteran Washington insider - 

says the critics need to wise up. 

 

FALLOWS: The flawed reality of American politics in modern times is we have a choice 

between someone who agonises before ordering the drone strikes and someone who doesn’t, 

and that’s essentially the choice that modern politics offers us. 

 

DEVICHAND: For those who, like Fallows, sympathise with Obama, all this 

illiberalism does at least have a practical upside. Osama Bin Laden is dead. There have 

been no successful Al Qa’eda attacks on American soil. But even so, Anne-Marie 

Slaughter, a key member of Obama’s foreign affairs team, now argues that it is time to 

re-think the limits of drone warfare.  A hint, perhaps, of what might come in a second 

Obama term. 

 

SLAUGHTER: There’s no domestic opposition or very little domestic opposition to drone 

strikes. So the problem is not across the aisle; the problem is the precedent that is being 

established for future US governments; and the idea that indeed these strikes can happen 

against foreign citizens but also American citizens without trial is something that should give 

any American citizen pause. But more broadly, this is something that has to be resolved 

ultimately with other countries because other countries will have drones as well and other 

countries may decide that there are Americans who have declared war on them or who are a 

threat to their security - a very, very vague term - and we don’t want a world in which it’s 

permissible to launch strikes against individuals across borders. 

DEVICHAND: Anti-terror drones tell us something about the President’s values. But 

something else that’s happened in Yemen, and around the Arab Middle East, tells us 

even more about Obama as a statesman: the Arab Spring. 

JOHNSEN: What the United States did is instead of taking the lead in Yemen and instead of 
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saying okay, we realise that there is this opportunity that we have to support the Yemeni 

people, to get rid of Saleh and his family and to make a clean start, the US essentially 

outsourced Yemen and what it was doing in Yemen to Saudi Arabia, and it let Saudi Arabia 

take the lead on what was going to happen in Yemen. 

DEVICHAND: Gregory Johnsen, who says that in Yemen - just as with the rest of the 

Arab uprisings - President Obama has been highly, perhaps excessively cautious about 

embracing democratic movements. 

REIDEL: The problem the United States faces in dealing with the Arab Spring or the Arab 

Awakening is that our hearts are with the revolution, but in many cases our interests are still 

with the counterrevolution. 

  

DEVICHAND: That’s Bruce Riedel, another key Obama advisor and the man who 

masterminded President’s Obama’s so-called “Af-Pak” strategy. Riedel agrees with the 

critics that Obama’s stance on the Arab Spring has been careful and slow, despite much 

high minded talk of democracy. No action yet in Syria, only a slow embrace of Egypt’s 

revolution for fear of the Muslim Brotherhood, ousting Gaddafi in Libya but only in 

concert with others. And a failure to engage at all with the uprisings in Bahrain, the 

Gulf, and certainly not Saudi Arabia.  In many ways a continuation of America’s 

realpolitik, oil-obsessed approach to the Middle East. 

  

REIDEL: The United States’ oldest and most important ally in the Middle East is Saudi 

Arabia. That relationship goes back to 1945. And Saudi Arabia is not a revolutionary state; 

it’s a counterrevolutionary state. Any president has to be able to do two contradictory things 

at the same time: support political change in the Middle East and maintain a strong and 

robust relationship with the greatest counterrevolutionary player in the Middle East, the 

House of Saud. American foreign policy often looks to be conflicted and contradictory, and 

in this case it has to be conflicted and contradictory because we have an interest both in 

promoting change and in a healthy relationship with the world’s gas station. That’s a tough 

one to pull off and it often will look like you’re not leading because you’re trying to do two 

things at the same time. 

 

DEVICHAND: In other words, Obama, as leader of the free world, has been as 

cautious, pragmatic, and willing to deploy military force as many a President before 

him. Liberals are frustrated. But here’s a question: do they really have any right to be? 

Were Obama’s early supporters listening carefully enough to what their man was 

actually telling them? At the start of the programme, we heard speeches in which he 

promised to reach out to the world. But if you pick other passages from those early 

speeches, another message is also clear. 

 

EXTRACT OBAMA SPEECH: This is the moment when we must defeat terror and dry up 

the well of extremism that supports it. This threat is real and we cannot shrink from our 

responsibility to combat it. 
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REIDEL: Those on the left who are disappointed with Obama, I think didn’t pay very 

careful attention back in 2007 and 2008 

 

 

EXTRACT OBAMA SPEECH: In Ankara, I made clear that America is not - and never 

will be - at war with Islam. (Applause) We will, however, relentlessly confront violent 

extremists who pose a grave threat to our security.  

  

REIDEL: I think a lot of people confused his opposition to the stupid war in Iraq, the 

unnecessary war in Iraq, to opposition to all wars; but, as he said in his Nobel Peace Prize 

acceptance speech, that’s not his position.  

 

EXTRACT OBAMA SPEECH: We must begin by acknowledging a hard truth: we will not 

eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations - acting 

individually or in concert - will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified. 

I face the world as it is and cannot stand idle in the face of threats to the American people. 

For make no mistake: evil does exist in the world. 

 

REIDEL: One of the signature lines of President Obama’s election campaign in 2008 was 

that if he had information that Osama Bin Laden was somewhere in Pakistan, he wouldn’t 

hesitate for a minute to send in American troops to get him.  

 

DEVICHAND: Bruce Reidel, who was advising Obama on foreign policy at the time, 

and certainly was paying attention. Obama may have talked up his hopes of 

“engagement” with America’s enemies, Iran or radical Islam, but the threat of 

deploying violence always remained in the small print. The question is: was the 

administration itself naïve about the speed with which it would have to move from 

cooperation, to confrontation? Anne-Marie Slaughter - a key figure in Obama’s State 

Department - concedes they may have been. 

 

SLAUGHTER: I do think that there was a point in the Obama administration at which it was 

recognised that engagement was not an end in itself because in the first two years there was a 

great deal of talk about engagement and I think there was a recognition that engagement is a 

tool and if it doesn’t work, then you have to hold firm, you have to confront. So I do think 

there was a learning curve there that because again of the world that the Obama 

administration inherited where confrontation seemed to be our first resort, the Obama 

administration said no, it shouldn’t be our first resort. We should engage, we should talk, we 

should work together, we should find areas of common interest. And I think as that proved to 

have its limits, absolutely there was a recognition that engagement had to go hand in hand 

with standing firm as need be. 

 

DEVICHAND: Dan Drezner, at Tufts University, goes even further. He argues the 

Obama administration not only got more hawkish on a range of issues - especially when 



 

11 

it came to China, where President Obama has made it increasingly clear that US 

military power in the South China Sea was being bolstered. He thinks the 

administration actually arrived at a new and uniquely Obama-ish philosophy for its 

role in the world. 

 

 

DREZNER: I described it as “counterpunching”. If you’re the United States, you’re pretty 

comfortable with the status quo. If someone challenges that status quo, however, that’s when 

you have to counterpunch and force whatever sort of challenge to that order to be put down. 

And you can argue that’s partly what they did with China with respect to their policies in 

2008 and 2009. That’s what certainly they’ve done to deal with al-Qaeda, and that’s what 

they did with Muammar Gaddafi when Gaddafi started deciding he was going to execute 

large numbers of Libyans. 

 

DEVICHAND: Obama’s slow ramping up of “counterpunching” is a clear 

demonstration to the American public that for all the differences between him and the 

neo-conservatives, he too believes in American exceptionalism, and that US values and 

interests must be defended - with force, if necessary. Steve Walt, of Harvard, says 

Obama’s approach, “liberal interventionism,” and George W Bush’s 

“neo-conservatism” may differ sharply on tactics and rhetoric. But in the end, both 

want to wield American power, including force, to shape a world order with American 

values at its core. 

  

WALT: It’s true in both parties - both Democrats and Republicans - and it’s basically the 

belief that American power is always or almost always a force for good in the world, and that 

it is America’s responsibility to manage most of the world. 

 

DEVICHAND: So were the Nobel committee, the peace-loving liberals, the American 

left, guilty of attributing to Obama promises he didn’t actually make, of projecting an 

idealised version of a president onto him, a president Obama never claimed he would 

be? Were they guilty of forgetting that politics itself inhibits every president? James 

Fallows told me that Obama’s tough talk now reminds him of Bill Clinton - not as 

President but as Governor of Arkansas. Back in 1992, a man with obvious and severe 

learning difficulties, Rickie Ray Rector, was set to be executed by the state of Arkansas: 

Clinton’s liberal supporters were appalled. But as the execution date approached, the 

man running for President flew home to sign the death papers. 

 

FALLOWS: Clinton knew that he couldn’t intervene to stop that execution just because it 

would have become a distraction to his election run. That is the reality of democratic life in a 

huge, sprawling system like that of the United States. So if the Nobel decision clearly 

reflected the rest of the world’s sense of what Barack Obama would be able to do in office, 

then it was a sign of naivety about the very imperfect, indeed dysfunctional situation that is 

modern American government. It could have been a marker of the naivety of the world’s 

expectations of this President and his country. 
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DEVICHAND: Barack Hussein Obama himself was said to be slightly embarrassed 

when he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. By choosing to accept it, however, he was 

accepting the notion that his very election was a transformational event in world politics 

- a mixed race man, raised abroad, as the superpower’s Commander in Chief. But if his 

liberal supporters are disappointed by his subsequent hawkishness, they should perhaps 

reflect on some important truths: that the Oval Office, whoever’s in it, has a foreign 

policy impetus of its own; and that we are all inclined to see in political candidates what 

we want to see. 

  

 


