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By George Friedman

President Barack Obama's speech in Oslo marking his receipt of the Nobel Peace Prize was
eloquent, as most of his speeches are.

It was also enigmatic — both for its justification of war and for his speaking on behalf of the
international community while making clear that as commander in chief, his overarching
principle is to protect and defend the United States.

In the end, it was difficult to discern precisely what he meant to say. An eloquent and enigmatic
speech is not a bad strategy by a president, but it raises this question: At the end of his first
year, what precisely is this president's strategy abroad? Ironically, it is useful to consider
Obama in the light of the last president who dominated and defined his time: Ronald Reagan, a
man as persuasive, polarizing and enigmatic as the current president.

These two men share much, including charisma and a desire to revive American power abroad.
But Obama is about to diverge from this parallel. Whereas Reagan chose to reassert American
power to bring U.S. allies back into line, Obama seems to be choosing to rejuvenate American
alliances to revive national power. And this choice constitutes the largest foreign policy risk to
his presidency in the months and years ahead.

A Year of Presidential Dominance

Obama dominated 2009 as no freshman-year president has since Reagan. As with Reagan, the
domination came not only from character and charisma but also from deep public
disappointment with his predecessor.

Reagan succeeded Jimmy Carter, who was seen as having led the country into the double
miasma of a major economic crisis and a global crisis of confidence in the United States. The
Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-1981 raised the question of the limits of American power and the
extent to which U.S. allies could count on American power. The 1979 Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan drove home the diminished state of American power, as the United States seemed
incapable of responding.

George W. Bush very much paralleled Jimmy Carter, as different as their respective ideologies
seemed. Like Carter, Bush's presidency also culminated in a grave economic crisis, while his
foreign policy had created deep distrust worldwide about the limits and effectiveness of U.S.
power.

It is ironic in the extreme that both Reagan and Obama ran on platforms emphasizing the need
to do something about Afghanistan and castigating the prior president for alleged fecklessness
with dealing with it. At some point, someone should write a history of the last American
generation and its Afghan obsession. This has become a symbol of our times, and not for
obvious reasons.
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Reagan vs. Obama

The similarities and profound differences between Reagan and Obama are a good starting
place for understanding the last year. Reagan took office in a powerful country that seemed to
have lost its confidence, and he saw his mission as restoring both American self-confidence in
its global mission and its appetite for pursuing it.

To Reagan, the American-led anti-Soviet alliance was in jeopardy not only because of the
Carter presidency but also because of Gerald Ford (whom Reagan had challenged for the
nomination in 1976) and ultimately because of Richard Nixon. They saw the United States as a
declining power and sought to manage that decline. Reagan intended to preside over the
reassertion of U.S. power and global leadership.

The Obama presidency is partially a reaction to Bush's response to 9/11. Obama argued that
the war in Iraq was not essential and that it diverted American forces from more important
theaters, particularly Afghanistan. Like Reagan, Obama feared the fate of the American alliance
system, though for very different reasons.

Whereas Reagan feared that unwarranted American caution was undermining the confidence of
the alliance, Obama's view has been that excessive and misplaced American aggressiveness
was undermining its alliance, and weakening the war effort as a result.

Both Reagan and Obama set about changing the self-perception of the United States, and with
it the perception of the United States in the world. Neither was uncontroversial in doing this.
Indeed, critics vilified both for what they did, frequently in extraordinarily vituperative ways.

Surging Then Sagging Popularity

The controversy of each president has been rooted in a shared fact: Neither won the presidency
overwhelmingly. Reagan took 50.7 percent of the vote, but Carter lost by a large margin
because of third party candidates. Obama won with 52.9 percent. Put another way, 47.1 percent
of the public voted against Obama and 49.3 percent voted against Reagan.

Both surged in popularity after the election and both bled off popularity as the rhetoric wore thin,
economic problems continued and actions in foreign affairs didn't match promises. Reagan
fought a brutal battle for tax cuts to stimulate the economy and was attacked by Democrats for
greatly increasing the deficit. Obama fought a brutal battle for more spending and was attacked
by the Republicans for greatly increasing the deficit.

As a result, Reagan suffered a sharp setback in the 1982 midterm elections as Republicans lost
seats in the House of Representatives. Reality overwhelmed rhetoric, and Reagan's rhetorical
skills even began to be used against him. But over time, as the economy recovered, Reagan
began to gain ground in foreign policy. There were many failures to be sure, but Reagan
succeeded by aligning his policies with geopolitical reality.

The United States was enormously powerful, regardless of psychic wounds and poorly
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deployed resources. The Soviet Union was much weaker than it appeared to those who feared
to challenge it. Reagan did not try to change this reality; instead, he crafted policies that flowed
from this reality. For all his mistakes, this made him both a two-term president and one more
fondly regarded today than he was in his time.

Repudiation vs. Continuity

This is where the difference between Reagan and Obama begins to emerge, and the two men
as historical figures begin to diverge.

Reagan repudiated his predecessor's foreign policy and understood that by flexing American
power, the allies would regain confidence and fall back into line. By contrast, Obama has taken
a different turn — and is traveling a much more difficult road. He has retained a high degree of
continuity with his predecessor's policies while seeking to resurrect American power first
through popularity in order to get allies to cooperate. This is a complicated proposition at best.

With Iraq, Obama continues the Bush policy of phased withdrawal subject to modification. In
Afghanistan, the president has carried out his campaign pledge to increase forces, continuing
the war that began in 2001, again with a timetable and again subject to change.

With Iran, Obama continues the Bush policy of using sanctions while not taking any other
options, like war, off the table. With Russia, Obama has maintained the position the Bush
administration took toward NATO expansion to Ukraine and Georgia, as well as resisting
Russian attempts to dominate the former Soviet Union. With China, Obama's position is
essentially the Bush position of encouraging closer ties, not emphasizing human rights and
focusing on tactical economic issues.

This continuity is combined with a so-far successful attempt to create an altogether different
sensibility about the United States overseas. Obama has portrayed the Bush administration as
being heedless of international opinion, whereas he intends to align the United States with
international opinion. This has resonated substantially overseas, with foreign publics and
governments being far more enthusiastic about Obama than they were about Bush.

As a result, the president has been particularly proud of the number of nations that are part of
the Afghan war coalition, which he puts at 43. The Iraq war saw only 33 countries send troops,
substantially less than Afghanistan but still not indicative of isolation. But in both cases this use
of popularity as power is illusory. In many cases the numbers of troops sent are merely token
gestures of goodwill.

Nevertheless, there is no question that Obama has managed to generate far more excitement
and enthusiasm about his presidency overseas than Bush did. This is the marked achievement
so far and it is not a trivial one. His goal is to create an international coalition based less on
policy than on a perception of the United States as more embedded in the international
community.

The question is: Will this gambit succeed? And if the answer is yes, the next question is: What
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does he plan to do next? Reagan intended to change the U.S. perception of itself to free him to
conduct a more aggressive and risk-taking foreign policy. His view of the world was that the
American perception of itself was irrational and limiting and that by lifting the limitations,
American power would surge.

Obama's strategy thus far is to change the perception of the United States in foreign countries
while at the same time conducting a foreign policy imposed on him by geopolitical reality, much
as it imposed itself on Bush. Obama's problem is that the perception he has deliberately
generated and the actions that he has taken are at odds. What will the allies offer him, for
instance, if he has simply resurrected American popularity — but not changed U.S. policy?

Indeed, significant policy changes so far have not succeeded. Openings to Iran and Cuba have
not been reciprocated. The opening to the Islamic world has not revolutionized U.S. relations in
the region. The Russians are deeply suspicious of Obama, as is Eastern Europe. The Chinese
find it hard to see a difference. The major impact has been in Europe, in particular Europe west
of Poland. But even here there is a difference between popular enthusiasm and the unease of
governments, particularly in Germany.

The Obama Paradox

And so it is in Europe that Obama's strategy will face its defining moment.

In Europe, two goals are at odds. For the Europeans, a definitive, new era is one in which the
United States will stop making demands on Europe to support foreign adventures and, ideally,
stop engaging in foreign adventures except with European approval.

Obama expects that the Europeans, when approached, will be far more willing to join the United
States in foreign adventures because their perception of the United States is more positive.

This is the deep paradox of Obama's foreign policy, which he expressed in Oslo as he accepted
the peace prize and went on to make the case for just war and for sanctions against regimes
like Iran. In the coming months, three questions will manifest themselves. The first is: Will the
Europeans shift from greater control over U.S. actions and less risk to less control and more
risk? The second is: What will the president give them in exchange? How much control will pass
to them in a consultative foreign policy? The third: How much active support for the Untied
States are the Europeans able and willing to bring to bear?

After all, the reality is that the American president who just accepted the Nobel Peace Prize is
engaged in multiple wars and a confrontation with Iran. Europe's good wishes have some value,
but not the same as material engagement. Indeed, it is not clear why foreign states would
embrace Bush's foreign policy conducted by Obama, simply in exchange for consultation. The
Europeans will want more.

Aligning Foreign Policy and Geopolitics

Reagan's foreign policy was elegant and aligned with geopolitics. It sought to create a domestic
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surge in self-confidence in order to support larger defense budgets and a more aggressive
policy toward the Soviet Union. Reagan's read of the situation was that the United States was
stronger than had been thought and the Soviets were weaker. He had many problems along the
way: economic setbacks, scandal, etc., and his popularity shifted. But his thrust was clear.

What is inelegant, though, in Obama's foreign policy is the relation between continuing many of
Bush's old policies while improving America's image overseas. Continuity is understandable:
Geopolitics deals the cards and the choices are few. The utility of the popularity is important; it
can only help. What is unclear as he enters his second year is the relationship between the two.

Most presidents do not fully define their strategy in the first year. But those who do not in the
second year tend to run into serious political trouble. Obama has time, but not much. He must
show the hand he is playing, or invent one, fast.

(c) Stratfor www.stratfor.com Reproduced with permission. All rights reserved
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