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George Washington asserted that the American people had been entrusted with the 

preservation of “the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of 

government.” The character of that “preservation” has evolved and expanded as the 

nation’s power and reach have grown; reaching new heights when the collapse of the 

Soviet Union gave American Presidents the mandate to pursue a “new world order” built 

on a democratic foundation. This paper begins with a contextual analysis of democracy-

-what was promoted, why it was promoted, and how it was promoted--and provides an 

allegorical description of democracy promotion as torch bearing, shield bearing, and 

standard bearing. It then examines how Presidents George H. W. Bush, William J. 

Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack H. Obama promoted democracy. It offers four 

broad recommendations for democracy promotion: demonstrate that liberal democratic 

values are a litmus test for policy decisions, clarify the role of military power in the 

promotion of democracy, reassert American Exceptionalism, and distinguish between 

the promotion of liberal values and the nurturing of democratic institutions. 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 
 

U.S. Promotion of Democracy in the Post-Cold War Era 

 
President Barack Obama identified a wide array of national challenges as he 

spoke to the American people and the world during his inaugural speech in January 

2009. Most of the challenges were familiar to those who had heard such speeches 

before, but one was unique in modern American history--the crisis in confidence, at 

home and abroad, in America’s role as a leader in the world.1 The assertive and 

sometimes aggressive promotion of worldwide democracy by United States (U.S.) 

administrations since the Cold War, ongoing domestic governance and budgetary 

challenges, and actions associated with the War on Terror that appeared inconsistent 

with the nation’s declared values, had generated widespread uncertainty regarding 

America’s right and ability to lead. As then-Senator Obama noted in a 2007 Foreign 

Affairs article, the world had “lost trust in [America’s] purposes and principles.”2 

The crisis in credibility that led to such an atmosphere of international distrust 

and domestic disillusion also had a dampening effect on America’s ability to export two 

of its most valuable resources--democratic values and good governance.3 Obama was 

correct to be concerned because that loss of confidence had, and continues to have, 

significant implications for American power and identity. The “legitimacy of U.S. policies 

and the values that underlie them,” along with the evident benefits we derive from them, 

are the basis of America’s soft power.4 They are what has drawn others to share 

America’s vision, imitate its political and economic systems, and seek its shores. They 

also represent an essential component of America’s strategic culture and national 

identity; a unifying value and sense of purpose that has framed what Americans believe 

and how they define proper national behavior. Regaining credibility and rebuilding 
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confidence in America’s right to be democracy’s champion is, in that sense, a core 

national interest. 

Obama has sought with some success to reestablish America’s image, both as a 

responsible great power and the legitimate leader of democracies, but he must find a 

way to leverage that renewed influence to effectively promote democracy. This paper 

will offer ways and means for pursuing a calibrated promotion of democracy that 

advances liberal democratic values, encourages democratic governance, and enhances 

U.S. credibility.5 It will begin with a contextual analysis of democracy; what America’s 

presidents have sought to promote, their motives for promotion, and the manner in 

which they engaged in promotion. That will be followed by a comparative analysis of 

Obama’s promotion of democracy relative to his three post-Cold War predecessors; 

examining public statements, national security strategies and policies, and foreign policy 

actions.6 The paper will conclude with recommendations regarding an appropriate 

engagement that conforms to the enduring national values being promoted, reinforces 

the best aspects of the nation’s identity, and effectively promotes the global spread of 

democracy. 

Establishing the Context  

Democratic policies and the values that underlie them are essential elements of 

America’s strategic culture. The political scholar Colin Gray asserts that it is useful to 

examine strategic culture in terms of context because “culture as context provides 

meaning for events.”7 To that end, the paper begins with an examination of the “what,” 

“why,” and “how” of America’s democracy promotion; clarifying the link between the 

activity and America’s strategic culture to provide essential context. 
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Aspects of Democracy: The What 

The word democracy has been used to describe a wide array of political 

structures, processes, purposes, and/or principles; either in isolation or in combination.8 

One way to think about democracy is as a set of functional structures and processes. 

The classical theory of democracy defines it in terms of the will of the people (the 

source of power) and the common good (outcomes from the use of power). Modern 

political scientists have sought, instead, to focus on the relationships between sources 

and outcomes.9 The result has been a modern definition that includes mechanisms for 

the selection of leaders, competition among candidates for public support, and 

government restraint due to public accountability.10  

An alternative method of thinking about democracy involves developing rather 

than discarding the classical theory’s will of the people and common good. Focusing on 

people within the democratic structures and processes leads to the use of words and 

phrases like inalienable rights, freedom, liberty, independence, and rule-of-law. These 

words and phrases do not represent elements of democracy, but principles embodied in 

the political philosophy called liberalism.11 The fusing of democratic structures and such 

values is commonly reflected in the use of an adjective to define the type of democracy-

-for instance emphasizing the individual (liberal democracy) or the society (social 

democracy).12 

Combining the elements of process and principle when considering democracy 

provides a means of effectively differentiating between a full democracy and what has 

been called a “hollow democracy.” The first manifests both process and principle, while 

the second displays democratic processes like voting but lacks democratic principles 

like political rights and civil liberties.13 Journalist Fareed Zakaria has called states in this 
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latter category “illiberal democracies,” and observed that they undermine the credibility 

of the liberal democracy being promoted by the U.S.14  

Motives for Promotion – The Why 

The belief that America’s democratic ideals and system of governance make it 

unique among nations has been a cornerstone of America’s cultural identity since its 

founding. George Washington, in his first inaugural address in 1789, asserted that “the 

preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of 

government are justly considered, perhaps, as deeply, as finally, staked on the 

experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.”15 His statement conveyed 

the belief that America held a divine torch that would be a blessing to mankind, and the 

conviction that it had a noble obligation to protect and nurture that flame. 

That sense of purpose--with its inherent perception of responsibility and honor--

has shaped America’s national identity, framed its political narrative, and guided its 

foreign engagement. The image of America as a torch bearer is central to American 

Exceptionalism, which embodies the conviction that America is unique among nations 

due to the divine “truths” upon which it was founded and the role those beliefs have 

played in shaping and guiding its system of governance.  

America still views itself as a torch bearer. President Ronald Reagan employed a 

similar image when he spoke of America as “the shining city on a hill,” a description that 

has since become synonymous with American Exceptionalism.16 Nearly 225 years after 

Washington’s inaugural address, Obama concluded his own address with a torch-

bearing metaphor, challenging Americans to “answer the call of history and carry into an 

uncertain future that precious light of freedom.”17  
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The Practice of Promotion – The How 

For the first hundred years of the nation’s existence the prevailing definition of 

democracy promotion among its leaders involved preservation of the flame so that it 

might spread its radiance. Abraham Lincoln, in 1863, still thought of democracy as an 

experiment that might fail. He said the Civil War was a test to determine whether 

America, “Or any nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all 

men are created equal,” could last.18 The obligation at the turn of the twentieth century 

remained to preserve democratic governance and practice democratic values in a 

manner that would, in Washington’s words, “Win the affections of [the Nation’s] citizens 

and command the respect of the world.”19 

The perception of what it meant to defend and nurture freedom and democracy 

grew with the scope of U.S. power and global engagement. The new role, proclaimed 

by Woodrow Wilson in his call to build “a world made safe for democracy,” was that of a 

shield bearer responsible for assuring a global environment in which democracy could 

survive and thrive.20 Subsequent presidents embraced that role as they sought to 

counter threats during World War II and the Cold War by providing “a shield behind 

which democracy could flourish.”21 However, the duty in the Truman Doctrine was to 

“support free people who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by 

outside pressures."22 The goal was to enhance security, with the benefits of democracy 

treated as a bonus.23 

Democracy promotion took on an assertive edge with the end of the Cold War, 

and the new mandate involved building a democratic world. The Soviet Union’s collapse 

and fall of the communist system in Eastern Europe were perceived to be a validation of 

democracy that required its active and even vigorous promotion. America’s new role, as 
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the sole superpower and leader of the growing community of worldwide democracies, 

was that of a standard bearer. 

Each of these approaches to democracy promotion underwent changes that 

corresponded with America’s increasing power and reach. There is an evident shift in 

the national identity over time; reflected in the motives that drove actions, the objectives 

that shaped actions, and the words used to describe the actions and their ends. The 

three approaches are summarized as follows: 

 The torch bearer, obligated by providence to reflect a virtuous system of liberty 

and justice for others to admire and emulate;  

 The shield bearer, obligated by providence and strength to protect the freedom of 

others who pursued that virtuous system; and  

 The standard bearer, obligated by providence and/or enlightened self-interest to 

champion the spread of political systems and economies that would embrace 

liberty and the rule of law within a world community of democracies. 

The nation did not merely exchange one burden for another during these 

transitions, but added the new to the old. As a result, Presidents George H. W. Bush, 

William J. Clinton, and George W. Bush could employ a mix of all three approaches. 

That was not to be the case for President Obama. 

Post-Cold War Promotion of Democracy 

Thomas Carothers, a scholar who follows democracy promotion at the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, properly notes that “any administration’s approach 

to democracy [promotion] is inevitably an amalgam of highly varied policies.”24 The type 

of action taken and level of effort invested will likely vary from region-to-region and, in 



 

7 
 

some cases, country-by-country. The virtue of the three approaches from the previous 

section is that they can be readily applied to all four post-Cold War presidents; who 

sought to project, protect, or advocate democratic principles and processes. 

George H. W. Bush – 1989 to 1993 

George H. W. Bush took office at a moment in history when the Soviet Union was 

imploding and Soviet Bloc countries were in a state of transition. He viewed those 

events to be an affirmation of the founding fathers’ vision and a vindication of America’s 

democratic institutions and values.25 His foreign policy message calls to mind an image 

of Woodrow Wilson, trying to prepare Americans for a unique role in a new international 

environment--what Bush initially described as a “new world” and a “new era.”26 He 

envisioned a community of nations united by a shared respect for freedom, democracy, 

and free markets--what he eventually came to call a “New World Order.”27 

Bush understood the world was at a crossroads and confidently promoted the 

path toward democracy.28 He viewed the spread of democracy with a sense of certainty; 

asserting that people, given a choice, would “inevitably” choose freedom and 

elections.29 That did not prevent him from conveying a sense that history had provided a 

fleeting opportunity, which must be seized with both hands. He challenged Americans to 

pursue a “common vision of the peaceful world we want to see,” Identifying six ways in 

which it could do so and beginning each with “it is time. . . .”30 When explaining the 

basis for the nation’s obligation he bluntly declared “[we] are Americans; we have a 

unique responsibility to do the hard work of freedom."31 

Bush’s foreign policy reflected a desire for partners, an understanding of the 

need to maintain a sense of perspective as the world’s only superpower, and the desire 

to actively employ all three approaches to democracy promotion--the torch bearer, the 
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shield bearer, and the standard bearer--in shaping the new world order. Bush stressed 

that the post-Cold War era represented an opportunity for the United Nations (U.N.) to 

fulfill its charter with regard to world peace and prosperity. Highlighting the U.N.’s 

success in its mandated operations to drive Iraq from Kuwait, he dedicated a portion of 

the 1991 National Security Strategy (NSS) and large portions of two U.N. speeches to 

identifying ways in which the U.N. could, and must, live up to the vision that had inspired 

its founding.32 

Critics noted that Bush, when he might have established America’s vision of 

liberal democracy as the new global norm in his 1991 speech before the U.N. General 

Assembly, made no mention of democracy. Instead, he spoke of sovereignty, rule of 

law, and human rights (a mix of realist and liberal concepts).33 Bush appears to have 

been subordinating a desire to promote the American model of democracy to a need to 

establish trust among nations unused to a world with the U.S. as its sole superpower.34 

When preeminent power might have tempted Bush to assert U.S. hegemony by defining 

American democracy as the global benchmark, he opted instead to promote trust and 

pursue partnership. 

In truth, Bush did not see promotion of democracy and partnerships as mutually 

exclusive. He expected NATO to provide the secure environment in which democracy 

might thrive and grow in Europe.35 He instituted U.S.-sponsored programs like the 

Support for East European Democracy, Freedom Support Act, and New Enterprise for 

the Americas to promote democratization through economic reform and political 

stability, international connectivity, and growth through development of free market 

economies.36 
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Bush could occasionally send mixed messages with regard to the promotion of 

democracy. He initially justified the deployment of U.S. forces to Panama in December 

1989 as a response to the “reckless threats and attacks upon Americans” by forces 

under Panamanian dictator, General Manuel Noriega.37 One month later he proudly 

announced to Congress that democracy had been restored in Panama, mixing cause 

and effect.38 On a broader scale, Bush talked about the new world order as a universal 

event, when in fact his national security strategies reflect a concentration on Europe and 

Eurasia, with some attention to Asia and South America and almost none dedicated to 

the Middle East or Africa.39 Bush vigorously waved the democratic standard in his effort 

to gather former Soviet states into a new community of democracies, but if he was 

bearing the democratic torch for Africa, he was not holding it very high. 

William J. Clinton – 1993 to 2001 

William Clinton’s priority during his first months in office was the implementation 

of a broad-reaching domestic agenda designed to address an economic crisis and 

implement welfare reform. That focus and level of effort came at the expense of foreign 

policy.40 Clinton, an internationalist at heart, appears to have been satisfied to carry on 

Bush’s pursuit of the new world order. However, he does not seem to have felt a need 

to publically declare his foreign policy vision until growing criticism and worrisome 

isolationist trends forced the issue in late summer 1993.41 He and his senior foreign 

policy advisors unveiled the policy of enlargement in four speeches between September 

21 and 27, 1993.42 

The enlargement policy outlined in the four speeches was informed by 

observations that supported three basic premises: 
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1. The world is more secure but less stable; as isolationism, factionalism, and 

separatism compete with liberal democracy for preeminence. 

2. More nations are embracing democracy and market economics in a manner 

that “resonates” with America’s core values. 

3. Free-market democracies promote prosperity, increase stability, are more 

reliable partners, and tend to resolve disputes through ways other than war. 

Those premises, in turn, shaped an enlargement strategy that called for the U.S. to 

strengthen the existing community of market democracies; nurture and add new 

democracies and market economies to that community; protect the community from 

states opposed to democracy and free markets; and promote democracy and free 

market economics as part of humanitarian efforts (called the “humanitarian agenda”).43 

It was a strategy that clearly embraced the roles of torch bearer, shield bearer, and 

standard bearer. 

Clinton balanced his internationalist predisposition with realist policies. He had 

committed the U.S. to lead the international community, but added the qualification that 

U.S. national interest would determine the time and place for any active intervention.44 

America would support reform and democracy, foster good governance, and “serve as 

the fulcrum for change and a pivot point for peace;” but it could not solve every problem 

and would not become the world’s policeman.45 This approach required his people to 

weigh each national security challenge on its own merits to determine whether national 

interests demanded action. 

Enlargement placed great emphasis on open markets as the basis of democracy 

promotion.46 Clinton’s seven National Security Strategies dedicated extensive text to 
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trade and economic development. He said “open markets and rule-based trade are the 

best engines we know of for raising living standards, reducing global poverty and 

environmental destruction, and assuring the free flow of ideas.”47 Clinton appreciated 

open markets for the example of prosperity they provided, but valued them most as a 

force for integration among nations and societies in an increasingly globalized economy. 

His expectation was that “market democracies,” having been freed from the Soviet 

threat and a constant requirement to invest in containment, would seek to enlarge their 

community.48 

One of the enlargement strategy’s four elements that did not appear in Clinton’s 

1993 address to the U.N. was the “humanitarian agenda.”49 Part of that agenda involved 

“working to help democracy and market economies take root in regions of greatest 

humanitarian concern.”50 Clinton, in the 2000 NSS, combined promoting human rights 

abroad with promoting democracy and identified the combination as one of his three 

“central goals/core objectives.”51 The concept sounds innocuous, but the integration of 

democratic promotion and humanitarian concerns promotes what Australian political 

scholar John Kane calls “the fractured myth of virtuous power,” and provides a moral 

framework has been used justify regime change.52 Clinton would later use this rational 

to justify interventions in Serbia and Kosovo.53 

At a personal level, Clinton’s statements do not reflect a belief in either the divine 

provenance of democracy or its inevitability. He did not hesitate to mention God in 

public gatherings, but his explanations for why things occurred appear to have been 

more secular and historical in nature.54 That tendency is reflected in his assertion that 

“[one] of the most important lessons of the last fifty years is that democracy and free 
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markets are neither inevitable nor irreversible.”55 Such a view, combined with a sense of 

the moment, likely made him more prone to actively promote both democracy and free 

markets. 

George W. Bush – 2001 to 2009 

An examination of democracy promotion under George W. Bush (hereafter 

referred to as Bush 43 to distinguish him from his father), reveals a clear change in the 

president’s focus and tone during his second term in office. The aspect of democracy he 

was promoting--the “what”--underwent a fundamental shift. That shift was likely due to 

the momentous events which occurred during his first term: the 9/11 terrorist attacks, 

the initiation of the War on Terror in Afghanistan, and the war in Iraq. 

Bush 43, during his first years in office, was an active promoter of liberal 

democratic principles, supporting what he called “the non-negotiable demands of 

human dignity.”56 His 2002 NSS called for the nation to “champion aspirations for 

human dignity,” by promoting “the rule of law; limits on the absolute power of the state; 

free speech; freedom of worship; equal justice; respect for women; religious and ethnic 

tolerance; and respect for private property.”57 In contrast, he viewed democratic 

systems as being tailored to fit the society they served, saying, “[The] form that freedom 

and democracy take in any land will reflect the history, culture, and habits unique to its 

people.”58 He clearly viewed the structures and process of democracy as being 

negotiable. 

It appears Bush 43 avoided using the word “democracy” in a promotion context 

during his early years in office.59 In his first inaugural address he described the nation’s 

democratic faith as “an ideal we carry but do not own, a trust we bear and pass along.”60 

It was a sharing rather than a promoting approach--that of a torch bearer rather than a 
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standard bearer. More prominent in his speeches were words like “freedom,” “justice,” 

“liberty,” “peace,” and “free markets.” He supported these principles with money 

dedicated to programs like the Millennium Challenge Account, the African Growth and 

Opportunity Act, and the U.S.-Sub-Saharan African Trade and Economic Cooperation 

Forum.61 

Bush 43, during those early years in office, clearly drew a distinction between 

promoting human dignity and promoting democratic institutions. There was no question 

that his priority was human dignity. In the 2002 NSS, a document with nine sections, the 

text dedicated to “championing” human dignity was in section two. It included a pledge 

of action: to openly challenge violations, use foreign aid to promote freedom, make 

freedom and democratic values central to bilateral relationships, and promote freedom 

of religious expression.62 In contrast, the text associated with “Building the Infrastructure 

of Democracy” was section seven and involved development programs designed to 

enhance health, education and welfare--activities that would improve quality of life but 

not necessarily advance democratic practices or values.63  

A significant shift in tone and focus with regard to democracy promotion occurred 

in 2004. Noting the tendency to tolerate oppressive regimes for the sake of stability, 

Bush 43 announced in June 2004 that the U.S. would continue to work with any country 

dedicated to fighting terrorism, but in the long term would “expect a higher standard of 

reform and democracy” from partners.64 There was a very stark contrast between his 

two inaugural speeches. Where the first referred to passing along America’s democratic 

faith, the second proclaimed a global policy of dedicated democracy promotion with “the 

ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.”65 U.S. relations with other countries would 
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be tied to their support for human dignity and opposition to oppression. America would 

not enforce its style of government on the unwilling (process remained negotiable), but it 

would help others to find their voice and attain their freedom (both nonnegotiable). 

Democracy promotion had become democracy coercion; particularly for those deemed 

to be “outlaw regimes.”66 Bush 43 had set aside the torch and picked up the shield and 

standard. 

The decisions and actions associated with the War on Terror and regime change 

in Iraq have had a far-reaching effect on democracy promotion by the U.S. The torture, 

degradation, and long-term imprisonment without trial of terror suspects undermined 

America’s image as the torch bearer for democratic values like rule-of-law and equal 

access to justice.67 Bush 43 pursued many forms of democracy promotion during his 

presidency--including expanded engagement with Africa--but in the end people 

considering America’s role as the leading proponent of democracy will likely remember 

his later attempt to justify the war in Iraq as an effort to build a new democracy; 

establishing a difficult linkage to break.68 

Barack H. Obama – 2009 to Present 

The world that Barack Obama spoke to on inauguration day in January 2009, 

differed from that of his three post-Cold War predecessors. Each of them had taken 

office in a time when America was embracing its role as the sole superpower and leader 

of a rapidly growing community of democratic states. Each had enjoyed a degree of 

flexibility in their promotion of democratic values and systems; choosing when and how 

America would bear the torch, shield, and/or standard as democracy’s champion. Their 

challenge had been to employ the elements of national power in a way that advanced 
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U.S. interests while reinforcing the nation’s image abroad as a partner rather than a 

hegemon. 

Obama took office at a time when America’s post-Cold War hegemony--what 

some have called America’s “triumphalist moment”--had passed; and with it had gone 

the assumption that the U.S. would lead the inevitable rise of a world community of 

market democracies.69 Many of the values, virtues, and structures that had been the 

basis for America’s democratic reputation had been called into question in the previous 

six years. In addition, the financial crisis of 2008 and subsequent global recession, 

along with the rise of China as an economic powerhouse, left some wondering whether 

efforts to establish market democracies were really their best way of achieving 

prosperity.70 Obama’s challenge in this environment was not one of choosing how and 

when to hold up the torch, shield, or standard of democracy; but of reestablishing 

America’s right and ability to bear all of them. 

His 2009 inaugural address began the process with the words, “[Starting] today, 

we must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and begin again the work of remaking 

America.” His message that morning focused on reclaiming the things that had made 

America unique: its values that still represented a light worth following, its reputation as 

a reliable friend, and the obligations that came with greatness.71 Within two days the 

new President issued three executive orders designed to help restore America’s 

reputation for due process and the rule of law by establishing a prohibition against 

torture, directing the closure of the Guantanamo Bay detention center, and initiating a 

review of legal procedures for holding and trying suspected terrorists. Progress on the 
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latter two has been slow, but Obama succeeded in sending “an unmistakable signal that 

our actions in defense of liberty will be [as] just as our cause.”72 

Obama understood the fundamental truth that the honor of bearing the torch of 

democracy (a prerequisite for being trusted to take up the shield or standard), must be 

earned. To that end, he highlighted the need for domestic democratic renewal in his 

2010 NSS; asserting that America’s right and ability to lead the world and shape events 

abroad required work on democratic values at home. It a section entitled Renewing 

American Leadership--Building at Home, Shaping Abroad the NSS stated, “The most 

effective way for the United States of America to promote our values is to live them. 

America’s commitment to democracy, human rights, and the rule of law are essential 

sources of our strength and influence in the world.”73 

It is worth noting that the 2010 NSS routinely spoke of engagement rather than 

enlargement in its references to the pursuit of international relationships; possibly 

attempting to follow the 1991 example of George Bush in emphasizing America as a 

partner rather than a superpower.74 Obama sought to reinforce this perspective as he 

shared his views regarding the promotion of democracy in a September 2009 speech 

before the U.N. General Assembly. He acknowledged the U.S. had “too often been 

selective in its promotion of democracy.”75 Echoing a view expressed by Bush 43 early 

in his first term, Obama went on to assert that nations pursuing democracy must shape 

it to fit their needs and culture. Structure was again negotiable. He announced that the 

U.S. was once again prepared to lead and concluded with a declaration that America 

was ready to begin a new chapter in international cooperation.76 
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Much has happened in the years since Obama made that declaration before the 

U.N. His responses to foreign threats and opportunities during that intervening period 

have reflected an effort to regain the international community’s trust and the American 

public’s confidence. His approach to foreign policy has been reminiscent of the 

balancing acts performed by Presidents Bush and Clinton; promoting a liberal desire for 

international norms and structures even as he made decisions based on a realist’s 

balancing of risk and interest.77 The result has been a foreign policy that might be called 

selective engagement, as demonstrated by the following examples: 

 Responding to protestors seeking to overthrow the authoritarian Tunisian regime 

in January 2011 (called the Jasmine Revolution), Obama employed carrots and 

sticks in a year-long effort to promote a relatively fair and free election. Tunisia is 

now an Islamic Democratic state with a National Constituent Assembly.78  

 In 2011 the Egyptian people sought to oust President Hosni Mubarak, their ruler 

for three decades and a long-time U.S. partner. Obama pressed Mubarak to step 

down in favor of a democratic process and accepted the results of that election, 

though it handed power to an Islamist party not friendly to the U.S. When the 

Egyptian Army overthrew the elected government in July 2013, jeopardizing $1.5 

billion in U.S. aid, Obama suspended joint exercises and some arms sales but 

did not cut off aid entirely.79 He ultimately subordinated democratic values to 

practical regional security concerns. 

 Obama wanted to assist Islamic rebels attempting to oust Syrian President 

Bashar al-Assad in 2011, particularly after the use of chemical weapons by the 

regime. However, the rebel forces that appeared most capable and coherent 
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were affiliated with radical Islamic groups the U.S. could not support. Obama, 

with the threat of air strikes and Russian assistance, compelled Assad to hand 

over Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles; but he has not yet identified a tenable 

strategy for overthrowing the Syrian dictator.80 

 The U.S. is increasingly engaged in fighting one of the same radical Islamic 

groups as Assad--the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). ISIL’s success 

in Iraq has created a problem for the President. There is a sense of obligation to 

aid Iraq, a democratic state established by the U.S., but it has been tempered by 

domestic concerns regarding the return of U.S. ground forces to the country. 

Obama has taken a middle path, seeking to “degrade and ultimately destroy 

ISIL” through U.S. air strikes and support to partners on the ground.81 However, 

his initial decision to restrict U.S. ground forces to non-combat missions has so 

far limited the nation’s ability to assume the mantle of leadership he has claimed 

for it. 

Obama has moved beyond establishing America’s credibility to actively assert its 

leadership role. This can be clearly seen in the contrast between his two National 

Security Strategies. Where the 2010 NSS spoke of “renewing” and “building a stronger 

foundation” for leadership, the newly issued 2015 document proclaims in bold text that 

the U.S. will “‘lead with purpose,’ ‘lead with strength,’ ‘lead by example,’ ‘lead with 

capable partners,’ ‘lead with all the instruments of U.S. power,’ and ‘lead with a long 

term perspective.’”82 It uses words like “essential” and “indispensable” to describe 

American leadership today.83 The 2015 NSS reflects the U.S. as leading through a 

combination of independent action, regional partnerships, and support for international 
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organizations. According to the document, the U.S. will promote three of its four 

enduring interests--security, stability, and economic prosperity--through this hybrid 

approach.84 It is significant, from the perspective of democracy promotion, that the NSS 

reserves only one national interest solely for U.S. action: the promotion of values.85 The 

President has clearly reclaimed the role of torch bearer. 

Another important change in the new NSS is Obama’s acknowledgement of 

American Exceptionalism. The President was criticized during his first administration for 

his avoidance of the word “exceptional” when describing America, and on one occasion 

drew criticism for implying the U.S. was no more exceptional than any other country.86 

Until recently he seemed to be tacitly agreeing with political analysts that were asserting 

the U.S. had entered a “post-exceptionalist era.”87 That is not, however, the attitude he 

conveys in the 2015 NSS. His cover letter to that strategy document ends with the 

assertion that Americans “embrace our exceptional role and responsibilities at a time 

when our unique contributions and capabilities are needed most.”88 Obama appears to 

have reclaimed the duty of bearing the democratic standard as well. 

Recommendations: 

Based on my research, I offer the following set of four recommendations 

regarding ways in which President Obama and his successors can systematically 

pursue the promotion of democracy as bearers of the torch, shield, and standard: 

Presidents need to demonstrate that core liberal democratic values are a litmus 

test for policy decisions. Bush 43’s initial pursuit of “human dignity” as a non-negotiable 

basis for policy decisions serves as an example of this practice. However, his actions 

following the 9/11 attacks undermined the approach by sacrificing core values in pursuit 
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of security interests. Furthermore, the practice of making foreign policy decisions on a 

case-by-case basis as Clinton did, suggests the need for a consistent values-based 

standard. They should clearly and consistently identify the role that values play in their 

administration’s pursuit of national interests, holding high the torch. 

Presidents need to clarify the role of military power in the promotion of 

democracy. A risk associated with the first recommendation is that it can lead to poor 

decisions regarding the use of military power unless there is a policy that defines the 

military’s role in promoting liberal democratic values. Many post-Cold War foreign policy 

challenges have involved situations in which U.S. values were infringed, but the 

appropriateness of military action was not clear. Unstable global conditions have further 

complicated the matter by blurring the line between human rights and humanitarian 

concerns. They should establish a policy that defines and guides the use of military 

power when value-related interests are at risk; thereby helping military planners, allies, 

and enemies alike understand when and where America will bear the shield. 

Presidents need to reassert American Exceptionalism. President Obama has 

declared that America is prepared to embrace its “exceptional role and 

responsibilities.”89 He should build on that assertion by developing and implementing a 

communications strategy to publicize that America remains an exceptional nation. 

Consistently emphasizing the linkage between policies and values, as outlined in the 

first recommendation, would support such a message. Presidents should promote 

American Exceptionalism as the basis of a national identity that has instilled in 

Americans a unique sense of obligation, optimism, and authority; inspiring the nation to 
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use of its unrivaled power in pursuit of a better world for all. They should consistently 

wave the standard. 

Presidents need to continue to distinguish between the promotion of liberal 

values and the nurturing of democratic institutions. Bush 43’s view that democratic 

values should be non-negotiable, but that democratic systems should be flexible, has 

great merit. Efforts that focus on countering corruption, encouraging public participation 

in governance, and investing in initiatives that provide shared prosperity are essential to 

building societies that can embrace democratic institutions like representative 

government and open market economics. Focusing on the establishment of democratic 

structures in the hopes of promoting liberal values has too often produced hollow 

democracies. They should maintain a clear vision of what they are promoting. 

Conclusion 

The four post-Cold War presidents share three things in common with regard to 

the promotion of democracy: all embraced it as an American responsibility; spoke of it in 

idealist terms that envisioned a global community of democracies; and pursued it within 

a realist decision-making process. George H. W. Bush promoted a New World Order 

built on a foundation of democratic principles. William Clinton embraced that vision and 

pursued it through a policy of enlargement. George W. Bush (Bush 43) began his term 

of office emphasizing democratic values, what he called “human dignity,” but refocused 

his efforts to pursue the establishment of states with democratic institutions as an 

element of the War on Terror and a proclaimed objective of his war in Iraq. In the midst 

of these latter pursuits the American government engaged in behavior that belied its 

proclaimed values, undermining the nation’s credibility as democracy’s champion.  
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Barrack Obama has sought, with some success, to reestablish trust abroad and 

confidence at home in America’s ability to be that champion. He began by establishing 

that the nation still holds to its values and is worthy to bear democracy’s torch. His new 

National Security Strategy proclaims that America is not only ready to bear the shield 

and standard of democracy as well, but embraces that mission as the obligation of an 

exceptional nation. Like his predecessors, Obama declares the need for international 

democratic structures to address the challenges of an increasingly unstable world, but 

makes foreign policy decisions defined largely by America’s interests. Systematically 

applying the four recommendations will enable him and his successors to more 

effectively bear the torch, shield, and standard of democracy; enhancing their ability to 

promote democracy as the path to a better world. 
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