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fundamental tenets of the traditional male identity. As long as Uncle Sam is defined 
primarily in masculine terms, U.S. will always be hard-pressed to rescue the female 
Europe from existential threats if the situation is constructed in these terms, espe-
cially when the collective memory already exists to support it.31 

End of the Cold War: The Second Coming?

Last but not least, the idea of the U.S. as a savior resonates strongly in the coun-
tries that were behind the Iron Curtain, for which the fall of communism represent-
ed a symbolic second liberation. Huge increases in military spending under Ronald 

31 Cynthia Enloe, Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Oakland, CA: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1990), 195. 

Figure 4: “Destroy this Mad Brute.” 
Source: H. R. Hopps (1869–1937): Destroy this mad brute/Enlist, 1917. Available at http://catalogue 
.swanngalleries.com/.
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Reagan and his inspiring discourse of the evil empire are the principal causes of 
the fall of communism in this version of collective memory. The implications are 
clear: assertive U.S. military might is key to preserving and upholding liberal as 
well as humanistic ideas and values both domestically and around the globe. Václav 
Havel ’ s support for assertive military action also against civilian targets in Serbia 
in 1999, which surprised some of his more pacifist friends, should be understood 
within this framework, regardless of the complex responsibility-to-protect debate.32 
Also, by highlighting the indispensable role of U.S. in the collapse of communism, 
proponents of this vision often simultaneously dismiss almost all social policies and 
government regulations on the domestic level as a symbolic return to the oppressive 
Soviet model. The neo-liberal economic transition in the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe is therefore seen as a sort of “second coming” of the U.S., the first 
being the liberation of Western Europe in 1945. 

It is in this context that Donald Rumsfeld was correct when he tried to divide 
Europe into the Old and the New, as collective memories of the United States dif-
fered between countries which were liberated in 1945 and in 1989. The countries 
which had fresh memories of being supposedly liberated from communism by 
Ronald Reagan ’ s militarism became part of Rumsfeld ’ s New Europe, which was 
more sympathetic to U.S. interventionist foreign policy. Even though his efforts 
were motivated by political expediency of these divisions, Rumsfeld nonetheless 
clearly demonstrated that linkages between international politics and collective 
memory are strong, indeed. In countries where collective memory of U.S. as a sav-
ior is prevalent, it becomes an important factor also when confronted with U.S. 
foreign policy today.33 

However, more recently the collective memory of U.S. as a savior from com-
munism became contested, because it is directly linked to current political choices 
and dilemmas. There is another version of collective memory related to the fall of 
communism, which puts the main emphasis on internal moral as well as econom-
ic bankruptcy of the regimes, coupled with hopes for a better life as observed in 
Western countries.34 The role of the U.S. is limited merely to providing an example 
of an affluent society with vibrant culture and economic opportunity. Implications 
of this kind of memory framework on the international level are that military 

32 Richard A. Falk, “Kosovo, World Order, and the Future of International Law,” The American Journal 
of International Law Vol. 93, No. 4 (October 1999): 848. 

33 Transatlantic Trends 2014, Country profiles, German Marshall Fund, http://trends.gmfus.org 
/transatlantic-trends/country-profiles-2014/country-profiles-poland-2014.

34 Cf. Jack F. Matlock, Superpower Illusions: How Myths and False Ideologies Led America Astray–And 
How to Return to Reality (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010). 
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posturing and expenditures are of limited value. The crucial problem domestically 
in post-communist countries suddenly ceases to be an anti-government crusade 
inspired by Reagan and neoliberals, but it becomes the creation of society that peo-
ple would want to live in. Politically, this can now involve some of the “socialist” 
projects such as universal health care, free education for every child from kinder-
garten to university and basic social security for old age, guaranteed by the state. 
The role of the U.S. and specifically the collective memory of Reagan then become 
more problematic, as U.S. Democrats are more aligned with this type of thinking.

The clash of these conflicting versions of memory of the fall of communism 
and of the role U.S. played in it reaches even the highest levels of government. For 
example, in the Czech Republic an official Institute for the Study of Totalitarian 
Regimes was established by right-wing government in 2003 with the primary pur-
pose to document and commemorate the “two evils” of Nazism and communism. 
Over time, and coincidentally after the government became more centrist, sud-
denly a major crisis erupted at the Institute, as some employees wanted to place 
less emphasis on the communist political persecutions in the 1950s and highlight 
the day-to-day lives of citizens under socialism. The whole affair became public, 
political and acrimonious, which is another testimony to the importance placed 
on collective memory.35 As mentioned above, the implications of these different 
versions of collective memory of U.S. role can be quite dramatic – either support 
U.S. military interventions as they bring freedom and security, or disagree with 
military solutions and focus more on the strength as well as weaknesses of U.S. 
society and try to get inspiration for internal changes. 

Political use of memory was clearly observable in the controversy regarding 
possible placement of U.S. army base with a radar in Czech Republic. There, the 
Czech government, which wanted the base, relied heavily on emphasizing the 
U.S. role as the savior of Europe, with frequent references to U.S. liberation of 
Pilsen. Well-known country singer Jan Vyčítal, who was supportive of the base, 
even made a song and a video, literally cordially inviting the U.S. army and the 
radar. The lyrics also included references the liberation of Pilsen in 1945. The video 
was featuring girls with U.S.-flag bikinis wielding M-16 rifles.36 Czech Minister of 
Defense at that time was so thrilled about the song that she arranged for herself to 
sing along in the refrain and then presented the CD as an official gift to President 
G. W. Bush when he was visiting Prague.37 Not even this helped and majority of 

35 Jaroslav Spurný, “Volba šéfa ÚSTR podle amatérských kritérií,” Respekt No. 14 (April 10, 2014). 
36 “Dobrý den, prapore hvězd a pruhů,” http://vimeo.com/3505259.
37 Czech News Agency, “Vlasta Parkanová nazpívala pro Bushe písničku,” Novinky.cz, June 4, 2007, 

http://www.novinky.cz/koktejl/116357-vlasta-parkanova-nazpivala-pro-bushe-pisnicku.html. 
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Czechs were still against the U.S. army base – living memory of problems with 
Soviet army bases was widely used by the campaign against the placement. This 
episode further demonstrates the salience of collective memory in international 
affairs as well as the complexity of analyzing competing memory frameworks in 
an individual case. Nevertheless, the memory of U.S. as a savior of Europe has 
clear policy implications and mobilizing potential that can be drawn on in times 
of crises. 

5. Preliminary Conclusions and Research Agenda

Based on the overview of theoretical literature both on collective memory and 
on international relations, the connection between these two concepts is relevant 
and promising with respect to explaining as well understanding of Transatlantic 
ties. Cursory exploration of the main memory frameworks underlying Transat-
lantic relations, namely the idea of European role in the origins of the U.S. and 
the idea of the U.S. as a savior of Europe revealed that indeed, these concepts are 
highly relevant for Transatlantic ties, and as such they are also at times vigorously 
contested. These preliminary findings encourage further research into the topic. 

Given the methodological difficulties in trying to assess the role of collective 
memory in Transatlantic relations, the research agenda needs to rely on creative 
gathering of indirect circumstantial evidence which will eventually present an 
emergent picture that can be interpreted with the help of the available theoretical 
framework. The following proposals are diverse with respect to selected methods 
and each will serve to answer only a specific aspect of the wider topic. 
1. Analysis of official rhetoric of the highest officials over the last 25 years using 

the tools of discourse analysis, searching for importance placed on Transatlan-
tic ties as well as main contexts in which it is used. The main question that will 
be answered concerns the changes in time: Are Transatlantic relations really 
losing on importance? Is it a gradual process, or has there been a specific event 
that triggered the changes in the dynamic? 

2. Structured interviews with officials responsible for Transatlantic relations. 
These people are at the forefront of decision-making processes and are thus 
key figures both in the sense that they are influenced by memory and at the 
same time they are in the position to actively work with collective memo-
ry. What are their principal memories related to Transatlantic ties? Are they 
aware of the role of collective memory in Transatlantic relations? Are they 
trying to shape collective memory in any way? What tools are they employing 
when dealing with issues related to memory? 
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3. Analyze official programing of American Centers in Europe and correspond-
ing European institutions in United States, looking for ways how the past is 
represented within these venues. Main questions to be answered are: What 
role does collective memory play in these institutions? What kind of collec-
tive memory is presented there? Have there been any substantial changes on 
emphasis or topics? 

4. Analyze available diplomatic documents related to the topic of collective 
memory in Transatlantic relations. What are the topics that arouse most inter-
est? Are there any shifts in emphasis over time? Is there a discernible effort to 
present a specific version of events? Are the diplomatic officials aware of the 
significance of the role of collective memory? 

5. Analyze major commemorative events related to Transatlantic relations. The 
upcoming seventieth anniversary of the end of World War II will be analyzed 
with respect to symbolic posturing as well as current implications of the pre-
sented discourse. Czech Republic, which was liberated both by U.S. and Soviet 
forces will be especially fascinating to observe in this respect. Is United States 
depicted as a savior? What are the political ramifications of the commemora-
tive events?

6. With the help of N-gram viewer analyze the changing frequency of key terms 
related to collective memory in Transatlantic relations. Even though it is 
a crude tool, it presents a basic picture of the emphasis placed on selected 
topics in any given year. By choosing relevant terms, the findings can either 
support or contradict the findings in other areas. 

7. Analyze existing surveys of attitudes in the U.S. towards Europe and Europe-
ans towards the U.S. over time. This should demonstrate the long-term sta-
bility or volatility in the attitudes of general public, as well as general trends 
as they evolve in time. Even though the causal relation to collective memory 
is hard to establish, the findings will serve as an important corrective to other 
parts of the projects. 

If successful, we will be able to understand the current state, recent dynamics, 
major topics as well as salience of collective memory in Transatlantic relations 
when compared with other driving forces in the relationship. The findings will 
have implications for policymakers involved in Transatlantic relations, as they will 
become aware of how collective memory shapes their own views and how it can 
be effectively deployed with respect to transatlantic ties. As the relevant literature 
persuasively suggests, memory is a fluid concept which is constantly undergoing 
shifts and changes not only because of generational changes, but also based on 
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commemorative activities by governments, NGOs, artists and other social actors. 
The controversies arise often not from arguments about historical truth which 
can be uncovered by evidence, but from emphasizing and de-emphasizing cer-
tain events and figures from the past. In this sense, we construct our collective 
memories, as they are outcomes of struggles over importance and the weight of 
past events with political as well as moral implications. For example, the Czech 
big-budget project Paměť národa (Memory of the Nation) focuses on the stories 
of courageous and principled people who fought Nazi and communist persecution 
and could serve as guiding lights and empowerment for the younger generation.

We should be aware that all interventions with respect to collective memory 
are in some way distorting the past, usually for the benefit of the present. This ben-
efit can come in the form of cynical manipulation for political gain or in the form 
of presenting inspiring events that emphasize our shared values or moral commit-
ments. That said, the way we choose to employ collective memory and empha-
size specific events in Transatlantic relations has an important normative element 
which says a  lot about ourselves in the first place. In an open and democratic 
society, people should be aware of the complex processes which emphasize and 
de-emphasize some aspects of the known historical truth. If we directly confront 
the fact that as a society we choose to remember certain events while choosing to 
forget others, we should become more responsible about presenting our shared 
past. Acknowledging the linkage of collective memory to current political as well 
as normative choices, we thus become more responsible also for the present. With 
respect to maintaining friendly Transatlantic ties, it is a clear message for carriers 
of memorial discourses to identify and emphasize the positive shared heritage that 
serves as the foundation of the relationship.
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Jeffrey A. Bader, Obama and China’s Rise: An Insider’s Account of America’s Asia 
Strategy. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2012. 171 pages. ISBN 
978-0815724469

Jeffrey A. Bader served as a senior director for East Asian Affairs in President Oba-
ma ’ s National Security Council between January 2009 and April 2011. Bader, a long asso-
ciate of the Brookings Institution, major Washington-based think tank, also served in 
different capacities at the Department of State and Office of the United States Trade Rep-
resentative. He has deep expertise in China and U.S. China policy, as he has maintained 
a long-term focus on Asia Pacific. 

In his latest contribution, Bader offers an insider account of Obama ’ s approach to Asia 
Pacific, with special focus on China. The book primarily describes policy making and imple-
mentation and thus offers, given Bader ’ s hands-on participation in the process, an unprece-
dented access into the decision-making process. By uncovering the behind-the-scenes diplo-
macy, he seeks to explain and justify some of the Administration ’ s moves and thus challenge 
negative media reporting and accusations of kowtowing to China. Bader ’ s text aims to show 
that the White House had a clear strategy to deal with foreign policy issues, despite dealing 
mostly with domestic issues during the first two years of Barack Obama ’ s presidency. This 
does not come as a surprise since Obama, as candidate for president in 2008, tried to posi-
tion himself as a foreign policy president. He wanted to demonstrate that the Democratic 
Party could have a strong, successful foreign policy and thus erase the popular image that the 
Republican Party was stronger on national security issues.

Bader proceeds more or less chronologically to examine some of the key issues that arose 
in the Asia Pacific region that the Obama Administration had to address. He explains how the 
Administration laid the groundwork and set priorities for U.S.–China relations during Secre-
tary of State Clinton ’ s first trip to Asia (chapter two and three), how it reacted to North Korean 
missile tests in 2009 (chapter four) and sinking of Cheonan (chapter nine), what were the key 
issues in the U.S.–Japan relations during the transition from the Liberal Democratic Party to 
the Democratic Party of Japan (chapter five) and the tsunami aftermath (chapter twelve). One 
chapter is dedicated to the Obama Administration ’ s effort to build stronger ties with Southeast 
Asia, which included both strengthening bilateral ties as well as increasing U.S. participation 
in multilateral regional fora, a major shift from Bush administration. 

Bader starts with a closer look at Obama ’ s approach towards Asia Pacific during his 
2008 presidential campaign. He examines the composition of Obama ’ s foreign policy team, 
which consisted of seasoned experts with previous experience in service for the government. 
According to Bader, Obama ’ s conceptualization of his vision for U.S. Asia policy “did not 
involve dramatic changes … [as] the problems in U.S. leadership in Asia were not the con-
sequence of Asia-specific policy errors, but rather of the spillover of misguided U.S. policies 
elsewhere in the world” (p. xvii). 

In this context, we can infer that Obama ’ s approach to China, the focus of the book, 
was influenced by two major factors. First, President Obama followed up on President 
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Bush ’ s China policy, which was generally seen as a success, and therefore most Obama ’ s advi-
sors found it relatively easy to build upon many of Bush ’ s initiatives. The Bush Administra-
tion, for example, laid important groundwork for bilateral (and some multilateral) dialogues 
that promoted government to government or military to military exchanges but also served 
as a means of building mutual trust, the lack of which continues to be a key challenge in 
Sino-American relations. The key dialogues however focused mostly on economic issues. 
Therefore, the Obama Administration, particularly Hillary Clinton, wanted to increase the 
prominence of political and security issues in bilateral discussions, leading to creation of 
so-called Strategic and Economic Dialogue. The discussion of political and security issues was 
deemed critical since the rise of China and its impact on the world order was of a fundamental 
concern to Obama and his foreign policy advisors as they were working on the Administra-
tion ’ s broader policy towards Southeast Asia. Bader himself joins many of his predecessors 
in optimism that the United States could have a constructive relationship with Beijing, one 
that could shape China into a “responsible stakeholder,” as he writes on p. 7: “America ’ s rela-
tionship with China could be shaped to maximize the chances that China ’ s rise will become 
a stabilizing and constructive force rather than a threat to peace and equilibrium.”

Second, Obama decided to pay more attention to the Asia Pacific region as a whole. 
Bader, while praising Bush for establishing good relations with Beijing, is critical of the pre-
vious president for neglecting Southeast Asia (p. 1). For example, the Bush Administration, 
mistrustful of multilateral organizations, skipped some of meetings of regional multilateral 
fora such as Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) or Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN). In times when the U.S. influence was seen as waning, particularly in the 
aftermath of Iraq and Afghanistan, President Obama and his staff felt it was important to 
address the mounting concerns of many Southeast Asian countries about the rise of China 
and its impact on the region. Consequently, Bader argues that under Obama, an adjustment 
of policy was needed (p. 6): “The Asia-Pacific region deserved higher priority in American 
foreign policy. With wealth, power, and influence gradually shifting from Europe toward 
Asia in the past several decades, the region has emerged as the world ’ s center of gravity for 
economic, political, and security decision in the twenty-first century.” Since President Oba-
ma deemed reassurance of U.S. allies in the region as crucial, the Administration ramped 
up U.S. involvement in the region ’ s multilateral fora, intensified bilateral cooperation with 
many of the U.S. allies in the region, and most importantly announced the policy of “Pivot 
to Asia” or “rebalance” with its key component of Trans-Pacific Partnership. This strategic 
shift, as some perceive it, came after Bader ’ s departure from the White House and therefore 
is not covered in the book, but it can be seen as a natural outcome of the U.S. foreign policy 
adjustments that Bader initiated with his colleagues. 

While Bader promises to take a closer look at the phenomenon of the rise of China and 
the Obama Administration ’ s reactions to this process, this topic is covered only in a part of 
the book. Bader focuses mostly on the evolution of the Sino-American relationship. In this 
respect, chapter six is the most interesting. It provides a glimpse into the behind-the-scenes 
decision-making related to several important episodes regarding Southeast Asia during 
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Obama ’ s first year in office, such as the cancellation of the Dalai Lama visit, Obama ’ s visit 
to China and the climate Summit in Copenhagen. In the case of the Dalai Lama, Bad-
er attempts to explain the logic behind the cancellation and counters some of the media 
reporting accusing the Obama Administration of caving to Chinese pressure. He points 
out that the cancellation of the meeting enabled the U.S. officials to exert pressure on China 
with respect to the Tibet issue – Beijing pledged to renew dialogue with Dalai Lama ’ s rep-
resentatives, a promise that was upheld in January 2010 (p. 74). Similarly, in his account of 
Obama ’ s visit to China, Bader expresses frustration with some of the coverage the President 
received. He describes, for example, President Obama ’ s town hall meeting in Shanghai – 
Bader believed that the president made his mark, speaking of “tribute to the U.S. system 
of democracy, freedom, protection of human rights, and constitutional law,” but the U.S. 
media chose to criticize the fact that the speech was broadcast on Chinese terms, exposing 
efforts of the Chinese to constrain the event (p. 58–59). Bader critiques efforts to portray 
the U.S. approach to China as kowtowing: “[i]n terms of American public perceptions of the 
trip, the Western media coverage of these events damaged both the trip and the administra-
tion ’ s ability to manage China policy” (p. 60). Bader thus personally experiences the “dif-
ficulty of conducting a serious foreign policy in a public domain dominated by superficial 
discourse, in which sound bites substitute for a sound assessment of the costs and benefits 
of different approaches.” (p. 52)

In the following, seventh chapter, Bader looks at increasing tensions in Sino-Ameri-
can relations which threatened to undermine the Administration ’ s goal of strengthening 
the cooperation between Washington and Beijing. The tensions were caused by Presi-
dent Obama ’ s decision to approve arms sales to Taiwan, which Beijing had traditionally 
opposed, negotiations over Iran sanctions, and most importantly by China ’ s activities in 
the South China Sea and the East China Sea. China ’ s behavior in the South China Sea 
particularly drew media attention, leading many scholars as well as journalists to speak of 
China ’ s increasing assertiveness. Bader notes that Beijing ’ s growing assertive behavior most 
likely reflected an internal discussion in China on the U.S. post-2008 financial meltdown 
distraction or even decline: “The impression that China was rapidly overtaking the United 
States was rampant not only in Chinese literature but also in American media” (p. 80). Bad-
er also notes a more confident stance of Chinese diplomats: “It is evident in retrospect that 
the Chinese were debating the direction of Chinese foreign policy in the last few months 
of 2010. For most of the year, the advocates of a more assertive Chinese policy had gone 
unchallenged publicly, while those favoring the more traditional cautious foreign policy had 
been effectively silenced” (p. 122). 

The tensions between the United States and China influenced Hu Jintao ’ s visit to the 
United States in 2010, described in chapter eleven. Bader describes in detail the preparation of 
the visit and the topics that needed to be put on the discussion agenda. These included issues 
of military relations, bilateral trade, such as the trade imbalance and undervaluation of Chi-
nese yuan. Here, Bader remarks on p. 113 that he personally was comfortable with a tougher 
trade policy, a stance that probably was not welcome at the Department of Treasury. Other 
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important international issues that the U.S. wanted to be on table for discussions included 
combating proliferation of weapons of mass destruction in Iran and Korea, combating ter-
rorism and stabilizing Pakistan etc. The Administration drew a lesson from Obama ’ s China 
visit and focused carefully on messaging in an effort to prevent media from hijacking the 
agenda-setting as well as positive outcomes of the trip. The visit thus focused on the Admin-
istration ’ s priority of building a cooperative relationship with Beijing while at the same time 
getting China to cooperate on international issues. Encouraging China ’ s leader to turn Chi-
na into a “responsible stakeholder” was however successful only partially. China resisted the 
U.S. pressure to uphold universal standards, which Bader illustrates by Hu Jintao ’ s reluctant 
answer: “China is making strides in this area but still had a long way to go.” (p. 127)

Only one chapter is dedicated to building stronger ties with Southeast Asia (chap-
ter nine), one of the key priorities of the Obama Administration. Bader briefly describes 
the U.S. effort to increase activity within regional multilateral fora, such as the ASEAN or 
East Asia Summit, as well as building strong bilateral ties with key regional players, such 
as Indonesia, Thailand, or Vietnam. Bader also highlights Obama ’ s announcement of his 
commitment to negotiate the Trans-Pacific Partnership, free trade agreement, which has 
been the key economic component of Obama ’ s rebalance policy. 

In the concluding chapter, Bader summarizes the necessary principles for U.S. foreign 
policy, which should, in his opinion, guide Obama ’ s Asia policy. These were in fact later, 
after Bader ’ s departure, transformed into the “Pivot to Asia” concept, which involved the 
following goals: devote a higher priority to the Asia Pacific region, react in a balanced way 
to the rise of China, strengthen alliances and develop new partnerships, including joining 
regional institutions that the United States had so far stayed away from, expand the overall 
U.S. presence in the western Pacific and maintain its forward regional deployment. It was 
also deemed essential to work towards breaking the cycle of North Korean saber-rattling 
and ultimately dismantle Pyongyang ’ s nuclear weapons program. Last but not least, the 
United States pledged to speak and act with clarity on the universality of human rights 
while taking into account the differences between societies (p. 142). Most importantly, it is 
essential, according to Bader, to understand that it would be impossible to pursue a sound 
policy without economic recovery at home. 

As an insider to the decision-making process, Bader generally offers a positive account 
of President Obama ’ s Asia policy making. Bader offers a candid assessment of U.S.–China 
relations, especially in response to reports of China ’ s increasing belligerence. He remarks 
that “those of us who had decades of experience with China could not recall ever seeing it 
quietly roll over in the face of foreign demands” (p. 80). Bader believes that at the moment 
of his departure, the Administration ’ s rebalance to Asia led to a “strengthened U.S. position 
in the region, and more constructive Chinese behavior … [and] stable U.S.–China political/
security relationship.” (p. 120)

Jeffrey Bader wrote an interesting, engaging book that provides an overview of Presi-
dent Obama ’ s policy towards Asia Pacific in the two first years of his administration. Bader 
offers an explanation and, in some cases, also justification of President Obama ’ s approach 
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to the Asia Pacific, and to China in particular. However, despite the title, it is not a thorough 
study of the U.S. strategy towards the rise of China. It rather offers snippets from the world 
of foreign policy making and diplomacy; it is a memoir rather than an academic study. 
Still, Bader shows the world of painstaking diplomacy where planning every last detail is 
important and even small, insignificant missteps can throw off months of planning and 
negotiation. The book thus offers an interesting insight for experienced students of U.S. 
foreign policy, the practice of diplomacy, and the U.S.–China relations. Bader writes for 
those who already know the basics and want an insider ’ s detailed account. 

 Jana Sehnálková

Michael Cox, Timothy J. Lynch, and Nicolas Bouchet, eds., US Foreign Policy and 
Democracy Promotion: From Theodore Roosevelt to Barack Obama. New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2013. 224 pages. ISBN 978-0-203-55037-3 (ebk); 978-0-415-67980-0 (pbk)

Since the end of the Second World War and, moreover, since the end of the Cold War, 
democracy promotion has come to be considered an intrinsic feature of U.S. foreign policy. 
The maintenance of a liberal world order became the hallmark of the Cold War ideological 
confrontation. Not only was the creation of a free, democratic world considered to be mor-
ally correct, it was also perceived to be the only world order that could fully preserve U.S. 
interests, safety and “way of life.” Thus, when the ideological struggle ended with the demise 
of the Soviet Union, the United States – from its position of world hegemon – had enough 
leeway to shape the world order to its liking. Yet, challenges (both internal and external) 
to the United States’ nearly unlimited spread of liberal values soon emerged. For a rising 
China, the liberal world order may not be the most strategically convenient international 
architecture and in the not-too-distant future, Beijing may seek to revise certain aspects of 
the present order. Furthermore, George W. Bush ’ s initiation of the intervention in Iraq in 
2003 on the premises of democracy promotion has arguably done great harm to the policy – 
both in its perception on the international scene and amongst the U.S. population. 

This edited volume, compiled by the most renowned democracy promotion scholars, 
maps the range of challenges and opportunities that the policy of promoting democracy 
faced throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and examines the individual roles 
of a number of U.S. presidents in the process. Given the vital importance of the policy to basic 
American interests and values, the subject of democracy promotion is by no means under-
studied in U.S. and world scholarship. But to put it simply, most research focuses on providing 
an (at least partial) answer to two basic questions: What type of democracy (or political sys-
tem) is, in fact, being promoted? What is the proportion between the normative and practical 
U.S. interests (that is, value-based and material-based) while formulating the policy? 

In analyzing the intellectual and practical approaches to the policy of promoting democ-
racy (in other words, promoting a liberal world order) of a number of U.S. presidents, this 
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publication attempts to juxtapose the various differences and similarities of each approach 
and thereby provide an elaborate comparative study. In reference to the two above-men-
tioned questions, such a comparative approach has the potential to uncover the true inten-
tions behind democracy promotion and thus implicitly provide the desired answers. This 
is where the publication fills a void in scholarship. The EU and other rising democracies 
(Turkey, Brazil) are steadily building their democracy support infrastructure, but none of 
these actors’ strategies in promoting democracy have been placed in a comparative perspec-
tive with that of the U.S.1 Yet it is precisely the question of “how, why and when” individual 
democracies promote democracy in third countries, that can provide a vantage point for 
examining the workings of normative and material interests in policymaking. Why does 
state A support democracy (or a democratic transition) in state X, while state B prefers to 
support democracy in state Y, rather than in state X? The same question can be applied to 
the decision-making of U.S. presidents. In this sense, the publication presents a valuable 
methodological contribution to democracy promotion research.

The volume opens with a theoretical introduction to the topic of democracy promo-
tion, which is followed by chapters devoted to individual presidents.2 In the first chapter, 
Tony Smith of Tufts University and Harvard University graphically typifies the U.S. liberal 
worldview as a four-sided diamond, with each facet representing an elemental feature of the 
current international system. The four facets of the “liberal diamond” are U.S. hegemony, 
capitalism, democracy and multilateralism. These points are in essence interrelated and 
mutually reinforcing. Implicitly, one can assume that in the absence of a single one of these 
facets, the liberal world order would become unsustainable. At the same time it is necessary 
to ask which of the four points of the diamond is most important. In reading US Foreign Pol-
icy and Democracy Promotion: From Theodore Roosevelt to Barack Obama, one can observe 
that each U.S. president placed emphasis on a different facet and shaped their democracy 
promotion policy accordingly.

Theodore Roosevelt is very seldom associated in any way with democracy promo-
tion. However, as Adam Quinn of University of Birmingham demonstrates, Roosevelt had 
indeed set the groundwork for the United States to become an active force in promoting 
a liberal world order. It was Roosevelt ’ s belief that a state must be militarily strong and 
internationally active in order to be capable of pursuing and protecting its national interests 
that once and for all changed the American foreign policy course from “inward-looking” 
to “outward-looking.” Similarly to a number of late nineteenth / early twentieth century 
European statesmen, Roosevelt maintained a typically colonial and imperialist mindset. He 
believed that the United States should play its part “in the great work of uplifting mankind.” 

1 See Thomas Carothers and Richard Youngs, eds., Non-Western Roots Of International Democracy 
Support (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2014). 

2 The book offers chapters about Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Franklin D. Roosvelt, Harry 
S. Truman, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, George 
W. Bush and Barack Obama. 
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Though unpronounced at the time, Roosevelt would have been an advocate of U.S. hegem-
ony as the most important point of the “liberal diamond.” 

Woodrow Wilson, on the other hand, preferred multilateralism. Considered to be 
the first proponent of “liberal internationalism” in foreign affairs, Wilson contended that 
democracy is built by slow habit. He knew of the pivotal role of education in fostering 
a truly democratic society and consequently did not believe that democracy could be simply 
imposed from the outside. Wilson ’ s primary aim was to “make the world safe for democ-
racy” – in other words, to create a world order that would foster indigenous pressures for 
democratization, thereby letting democracy take root in a “natural” manner. 

The 1930s presented a sudden challenge to democratic regimes. The Great Depres-
sion gave way to a number of populist and authoritarian regimes in Europe and president 
Franklin D. Roosevelt quickly understood the need to focus on strengthening democracy 
at home to withstand similar domestic political pressures. For FDR, a strong democracy at 
home was a prerequisite to fight autocracy abroad. He also provided one of the first formu-
lations of what later became the so-called democratic peace theory3: in 1936 he noted that 
“autocracy in world affairs endangers peace and that such threats do not spring from the 
nations devoted to the democratic ideal.”

This vision was shared by Harry S. Truman. Set into the bipolar ideological confron-
tation, the support for emerging democracies became the focal point of Truman ’ s foreign 
policy (most notably represented by the aid provided to Greece and Turkey). However, as 
Martin H. Folly of Brunel University argues in his chapter, during the Truman administra-
tion, being “democratic” became too simplistically equated with being “anti-communist.” 
During the entire Cold War this turned out to be a precedent that led the United States to 
support any regime opposed to the Soviet Union. As a consequence, Washington labeled 
seemingly undemocratic regimes as “democratic” only to legitimize its support to them. In 
turn, the United States was often accused of hypocrisy and applying double standards in 
dealing with foreign nations.

John F. Kennedy can be considered to be the first U.S. president to attempt to insti-
tutionalize democracy promotion in some form. Surrounded by a team of advisers from 
academia, Kennedy fell for the idea of “nation-building” and “modernization theory.”4 For 
Kennedy, “nation-building” was a potential means by which the United States could contain 
the Soviet Union by literally imposing democracy (or a pro-U.S. regime) in underdeveloped 
countries; the objective was to show Third World political elites that democracy is a more 
attractive political model than communism. To pursue this goal, the Kennedy administra-
tion founded the Peace Corps and more importantly the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID) in 1961. Kennedy ’ s successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, slightly 

3 The democratic peace theory states that democratic regimes do not engage in military conflict with 
other democratic states. For a discussion see Michael E. Brown, Sean M. Lynn-Jones, and Steven 
E. Miller, eds., Debating the Democratic Peace (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999). 

4 Modernization theory claims that the growth of per capita GDP has a causal effect on democratiza-
tion – i.e. the higher the per capita GDP, the more society will struggle for political freedoms. 
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shifted the focus from outward-looking democracy promotion to a more inward-looking 
policy of strengthening democracy at home (although this shift was most likely caused by 
developments in the civil rights movement). Johnson ’ s lack of a profound strategic interest 
in supporting democracy abroad was manifested, for example, by his lukewarm reaction to 
the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. 

Jimmy Carter ’ s foreign policy is most often associated with his emphasis on human 
rights. Though his human rights agenda should be perceived as an intrinsic part of his 
democracy promotion efforts; by highlighting the communist bloc ’ s breaches of human 
rights, he gave a voice to Russian and Eastern European dissidents and put the Soviet Union 
ideologically on the defensive. Although efforts have been made to measure the impact 
of Carter ’ s human rights agenda across the globe, none have conclusively proven that the 
policies affected the behavior of rights-abusing governments. Nevertheless, John Dumbrell 
of Durham University concludes that Carter was never given enough credit for playing his 
part in toppling the Soviet Union. Carter ’ s approach to democracy promotion, he claims, 
can be labeled as “post-imperialist” – meaning that the moral and normative imperatives 
played a sincere and decisive role in shaping the policy.

While for Carter the main facet of the “liberal diamond” was democracy (or demo-
cratic values), for Ronald Reagan it was a form of U.S. hegemony. Reagan was a staunch 
proponent of a United States that sets the example for all the rest to follow. He did not pro-
pose to remake the world in America ’ s image, but wished to “inspire people everywhere.” 
In terms of his democracy promotion policy, Reagan ’ s 1982 speech in Westminster became 
a focal point. In the speech, he outlined his vision to “foster the infrastructure of democ-
racy” and a few months later, he presented legislation to Congress to set up the Nation-
al Endowment for Democracy (NED) and its affiliated institutes.5 The “infrastructure 
of democracy” that Reagan created reflected his vision of how democratic governments 
should be installed in third countries. Reagan was mostly sympathetic to civil society, 
or indigenous democratic movements. In this sense, his administration was committed 
to a “bottom-up” construction of democracy. Focusing on the grassroots level, Reagan 
envisaged a novel idea of giving direct grants to non-governmental organizations in third 
countries. This approach has proven successful and it remains in place until present day. 

The disintegration of the Soviet Union presented U.S. foreign policy with the challenge 
of reformulating its core priorities. A number of voices claimed that to keep America safe, 
containment must be succeeded by democracy promotion as the main feature of foreign 
policy. Bill Clinton ’ s administration was keen on integrating democracy promotion into 
its foreign policy strategy and in the event openly added another aspect to it – that is, the 
spread of capitalism. The Clinton administration emphasized the necessity to foster “market 
democracies” around the globe and with this stated goal the total amount of aid allocated to 
supporting democracy rose from 100 million to 700 million dollars during the eight years 

5 Namely the International Republican Institute, the National Democratic Institute for International 
Affairs, the Center for International Private Enterprise and the Free Trade Union Institute. 
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of his presidency. However, Clinton ’ s mistake, identified by the chapter ’ s author Nicolas 
Bouchet, was that he equated Boris Yeltsin with Russian democracy and supported him 
under any circumstances. This led to further criticism, which claimed that despite the nearly 
unlimited opportunities to spread liberalism and democracy after the demise of the Soviet 
Union, Clinton never fully used the chance and in fact “squandered the potential.” But per-
haps Clinton ’ s presidency, in fact, exposed the limits of spreading democratic values around 
the world: in the 1990s, the U.S. only supported processes that were already happening.

The final two chapters discuss the contribution of the two latest presidents – George 
W. Bush and Barack Obama. Although a first impression may point to the assumption that 
the policies of Bush and Obama are vastly different, a closer look reveals that, in fact, their 
approaches to democracy promotion bear many similarities. 

Tony Smith admits that “however controversial [Bush ’ s] policies may have been, there 
is at least agreement about one thing: that by associating his intervention in Iraq with the 
idea of democracy promotion it did great damage to the idea.” Smith goes on to say that due 
to Bush ’ s policies, democracy promotion “almost became a dirty word.” No matter if the 
Bush administration ’ s democracy promotion policies were sincerely driven by normative 
ideals or by purely material interests, it is quite clear today that the policies were coun-
terproductive. As Timothy J. Lynch of University of Melbourne asserts: “Bush ’ s deluded 
pursuit of democracy […] resulted in the diminution of American power and prestige.” To 
underline the deleterious effects of Bush ’ s policies, Lynch argues that the 2003 Iran Democ-
racy Act and the 2006 Iran Freedom and Support Act “convinced the Iranian government 
to seek a nuclear deterrent.”6 

With such a legacy of democracy promotion left over by the preceding administration, 
Barack Obama entered the White House determined to significantly shift the U.S. approach 
to democracy support. However, as Thomas Carothers of the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace says, the shift only occurred on the rhetorical level. “Rather than jetti-
son [Bush ’ s approach to democracy promotion], Obama recalibrated it for a more global 
audience.” The Obama administration (at least in its first term) was cautious not to sound 
like the preceding administration in preaching other countries on how to govern and relied 
more on the multilateral facet of the “liberal diamond.” Nevertheless, Obama was forced 
to tailor his approach to democracy assistance in relation with the so-called Arab Spring 
uprisings that swept nearly the entire Middle East. Hence, the overall budget allocated to 
democracy, governance and human rights assistance increased from 2.24 million dollars in 
2008 to 2.48 million dollars in 2010. 

But Carothers points to another critical observation. In connection with the Arab 
Spring, Obama was often criticized for his irresoluteness and his lack of a coherent strategy 
to deal with the developments. Here, Carothers notes that while democratization of Eastern 

6 The 2003 Iran Democracy Act pledged “to support transparent, full democracy in Iran”; the 2006 
Iran Freedom and Support Act claimed “to hold the current regime in Iran accountable for its threat-
ening behavior and to support a transition to democracy in Iran.” 
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Europe after the fall of the Berlin Wall was a clear strategic imperative for the United States, 
democratization of the Middle East was a dilemma that could possibly jeopardize American 
interest in the region (such as access to Gulf oil, cooperation on counterterrorism, etc.). This 
observation shows a much broader picture, which could form the conclusion of the entire 
publication – but only if there was a concluding chapter.

Despite the publication ’ s lack of a comprehensive conclusion that would place all the 
examined approaches to democracy promotion in a common perspective, the reader is 
compelled to make constant comparisons between the divergent policies of each president.

Apart from examining the presidents’ emphasis on the various facets of the “liberal dia-
mond,” it is interesting to also look at their respective regions of focus. Theodore Roosevelt, 
for example, paid most attention to Latin America (hence the so-called Roosevelt Corollary 
to the Monroe Doctrine7); Franklin D. Roosevelt to democracy at home; Kennedy focused 
on the Third World countries; Truman on Europe and Bush on the Middle East. From this 
list one can observe that the application of democracy promotion policies fittingly corre-
lates with U.S. geopolitical and strategic interests. In Theodore Roosevelt ’ s time, a safe “near 
abroad” was crucial to national security and served as a buffer against the (waning) Euro-
pean powers. During Franklin D. Roosevelt ’ s era, the danger to U.S. democracy came first 
from the inside and later from the outside and Roosevelt chose war to protect democracy. 
Truman identified the growing Soviet influence in Europe as a threat to U.S. interests and 
envisaged plans to support regimes that could be saved from the Kremlin ’ s expanding sphere 
of influence. A similar approach was overtaken by Kennedy, who furthered the concept of 
employing democracy promotion as a soft power weapon in the ideological confrontation 
of the Cold War. Finally for Bush, the greatest danger to U.S. national security was terrorism 
that originated in the Middle East and therefore he focused his democracy promotion poli-
cies particularly on this region.

US Foreign Policy and Democracy Promotion: From Theodore Roosevelt to Barack Oba-
ma shows that nearly every U.S. president pursued the Wilsonian vision of “making the 
world safe for democracy.” Although this is a noble goal, at the same time it is basically 
a euphemism for “making the world safe for U.S. democracy.” This statement, however, 
is not intended in a pejorative manner. As for any other nation, national interests come 
first for the United States. The reviewed publication demonstrates that historically, U.S. 
presidents always needed to have a geopolitical or material interest that compelled them to 
formulate democracy promotion policies. 

 Jan Hornát

7 The corollary stated that the United States had the responsibility to preserve order and protect life 
and property in Latin American countries (and more broadly in the Western Hemisphere) and that 
Washington reserved the right to intervene in any conflict between European powers and these 
states. 
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