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United States Foreign Policy in the Post-Bush Era
Whatever its details, the foreign policy of the next president will necessarily be very different in tone and substance than that of President George W. Bush. We are now entering what the journalist and scholar Fareed Zakaria calls a “post-American world.”
 By this, Zakaria does not mean that the US itself is in danger of disappearing, but rather that America’s global hegemony is rapidly fading away, as other countries in the world rise up in relative importance. Already, the arrogance and unilateralism of the first George W. Bush administration are becoming a distant memory. Over the last three years, the disaster in Iraq and the growing difficulties in Afghanistan have undermined the unilateralist and expansionist foreign policy that was articulated by key leaders and policy makers in the so-called “neo-conservative” group which dominated the first Bush administration. More recently, the global financial crisis centered on Wall Street have sent shock waves throughout the American public and have severely undermined some of the major economic principles that have driven American capitalism for the past 30 years: namely, debt-based, increasingly unregulated financial expansion.  The Obama administration will be more constrained economically and less adventurous militarily than Bush. It will need to reach out to allies and negotiate with adversaries in a more constructive manner than in recent years. It will be focused more on domestic economic recovery than on asserting its will overseas. In short, the new age of “American Empire” that was declared by neo-conservatives in the early 2000s, and found its expression in the invasion of Iraq in 2003, is already coming to an end. The next president will have no choice but to pursue a “humble foreign policy,” as George W. Bush claimed he would do when he ran for president in 2000. President-elect Obama has said repeatedly during his campaign that he will emphasize multilateral cooperation with America’s allies and international institutions, direct negations with adversaries, and improving America’s reputation abroad. All of this is a significant departure from the Bush administration.
The Obama Administration and East Asia
President Obama will have to deal with some of the most daunting challenges an American administration has faced. Above all, his first priority will be addressing the domestic economy in the midst of a global economic crisis more severe than anything we have experienced in at least a generation. In terms of foreign policy, the top priorities of the next president will include the removal of US forces from Iraq, establishing order in Afghanistan, and improving relations with key allies. After that there is a long list of other critical issues – the terrorist threat in Pakistan and other parts of the world, the Iranian nuclear program, potential confrontation with Russia, nuclear proliferation and climate change, among others.


You can see that relations with East Asia do not rank among the top immediate priorities. This is not because relations with East Asia are not important. Rather, it is because US-East Asian relations have been relatively good in the past several years. At the beginning of the Bush administration, it appeared that the US and China were headed for conflict over trade, human rights, and strategic competition in Asia. After 9/11, China became an important partner in the so-called “war on terror,” and since then cooperation with China on issues from trade to security has been generally positive. The first Bush administration also showed extreme favoritism toward Japan as America’s main ally in Asia. Although Japan remained supportive of the US in the run-up to the Iraq war and beyond, the Bush administration has since taken a more balanced approach to its relations with China and Japan. As for Korea, the Bush years can be divided into two: the first five years of often tense relations over the North Korean nuclear issue, and the last three years of cooperation and general agreement on North Korea policy. With new administrations in both Seoul and Washington, there is a danger that South Korea and the US may again sharply diverge in their policies toward the North. But for now, US policy toward Korea shows more potential for continuity than change.
Candidate Obama’s statements during the campaign suggest that as president he will continue the general trend in US-East Asian relations that we have seen in the latter part of the Bush administration, with some changes in nuance. The US-Japan alliance will remain important and close. The US will seek cooperation with China on global trade, climate change, and on regional issues ranging from Iran’s nuclear program to genocide in Darfur. Like previous democratic candidates, Obama has criticized China on human rights, but if he governs like previous democratic presidents, such criticism will fade as the US focuses on the highly intertwined economic relationship between the two countries. On the North Korean nuclear issue, Obama has praised the progress in the Six-Party talks and the Bush administration decision to drop North Korea from the list of state sponsors of terrorism. However, he has called these “modest steps” and has called on North Korea to fully dismantle its nuclear facilities in a verifiable manner or else face clear and serious consequences. Finally, on the US-Korea free trade agreement, Obama has called it “badly flawed” and said he would support it only if it is revised to protect key American economic interests and complies with labor and environmental standards. 
The Meaning of the Obama Election

For the remainder of my talk, I would like to step back from this discussion of foreign policy and express some of my views on the meaning of Obama’s election for Americans. It may be hard for Koreans and other non-Americans to grasp fully the domestic American significance of this event. The election of Obama represents changes in at least three areas: race, generation, and the balance between progressive and conservative forces in American politics. As we all know, Obama is the first African-American elected president, and the historical importance of this cannot be overstated. For the first 100 years of its history, the US practiced slavery. For the next 100 years, black Americans were denied the right to vote in many parts of the country. Only since the mid-1960s have African-Americans had a voice in the political process, and the election of a black president just forty years later represents enormous progress in overcoming one of the deepest divisions in American society, the racial divide between black and white.

Obama is also the first person of his generation to be elected president. He is not the youngest president, but he is the first one born in the 1960s. In other words, he is the first president of our “386 generation,” which happens to be my generation as well. My generation has long lived in the shadow of our elders. We were told our politics wasn’t as interesting, our music wasn’t as good. To this day, many of the battles over civil rights, American intervention, presidential power, and so on have been continuations of struggles unresolved from the 1960s.  For our elders, every debate over US intervention takes place under the shadow of the Vietnam War; every shot in the “culture wars” hearkens back to the conflict between liberals and conservatives that erupted in the 1960s. For many of us born in the 1960s and after, these battles are ancient history. We tend to take for granted equality of race and gender; we tend to support such things as abortion rights and gay marriage; we tend to look at America’s role in the world as mixed rather than totally good or totally bad. Of course there are many exceptions to this, but I think I am painting a picture of at least the educated city-dwelling segment of my generation, which is a growing segment. In other words, we tend to be a bit more socially progressive and internationalist than our elders, indeed a bit more progressive than our juniors a few years younger. The latter group was more directly shaped by the conservative 1980s; for us there is still the lingering influence of the 1960s and 1970s, a more liberal time. With Obama’s victory, supported by the vast majority of younger voters, our generation has taken the lead in American society.

Third, the election of Obama, and the increase in the democratic majorities in Congress, represents a shift of the political spectrum away from the conservative side, where it has been for most of the last forty years. During the 1960s, the Left tore itself apart. Progressive elements retreated from politics, disgusted with the war in Vietnam and the corruption of our political elites, and as a result the Right steadily ascended, from Nixon to Reagan and reaching its most extreme form in the administration of George W. Bush. The utter repudiation of Bush points to a movement back in the other direction.
But this does not mean that the US under Obama will move toward a dogmatic approach to solving problems, rooted in presumptions of the Left. After eight years of Bush, Americans are tired of ideological dogma, and the election of Obama reflects a yearning for a post-ideological politics. I have never met Barack Obama, but his statements and his career so far suggest that he is a man with a progressive heart and a practical mind. His work as a community organizer, his record in the Senate, and above all his presidential campaign suggest he understands the need to reach out across political divides for building the widest possible coalition, to seek practical solutions to urgent problems. Obama is the first president in at least a generation who appears truly capable of transcending the divisions that have grown increasing sharp in American society: division into black and right, red and blue, North and South, left and right. One can hope that he will carry these skills of cooperative leadership onto the world stage to address the daunting global challenges we face today. 
Finally, I would like to end on a personal note. As a person of mixed race myself, I feel I am able to identify with the president-elect more than with any president in the past. But I think I speak for many millions of Americans, of all different races, cultures, and backgrounds, when I say that Obama is the first US president whom we can see as a reflection of ourselves. His complex background represents what America is now and will be increasingly in the future. His background is also more reflective of the world outside of America than that of any other US president in history. He inspires a hope that America may become positively engaged in the world, an active and sympathetic member of the international community, in a way that it has not been for many years. Like many of my generation, for the first time in my adult life I am genuinely and deeply proud of my country.
� Fareed Zakaria, The Post-American World (Norton, 2008)
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