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The Obama’s Challenge

America is the country of the sliding doors for the élite who step in and step out of an economic role to a political position: one day Treasure Minister  and the next day CEO of a big private bank.

Then Obama came along. How could we define him? His victory certainly creates doubts on the identification between economic power and political power. 

Barack Obama is in fact a professional politician, full stop. With a profile which reminds us of the glorious European nineteenth century. And we Europeans have immediately “adopted” him, well before on the other side of the Atlantic the Americans labeled him as a “European politician”. 

In his country such a label is negative: it means taxes, big government, welfare state, trade unions, control over guns, and measures in defence of the environment. It signifies a strong State legitimated to impose limits to individual freedom. For us Europeans this is reality, for the Americans a threat which Obama might make concrete. 
    All the promised reforms – health, education, infrastructures, transport, roads, services – are a threat to private initiative. And these threats have a European savour, which means not American, alien to the traditions of the country. Most of all it is this president who is alien, who entered the White House for reasons which we know but who also has very quickly been put into question. 
    In these last few months since he was elected, it seems that Obama has caused insatisfaction in everybody: in his electors that saw him as the community organizer who miraculously became commander in chief of the country; in the intellectuals that saw finally one of themselves go to power; in the minorities thus saw the end of all discriminations possible; in the young people of Organizing for America, the movement created during the campaign to give a militant support to the candidate; and finally in the Democratic party who, after having chased the Republicans, was expecting to return in positions of power in Congress, in Senate, in the White House. 

Almost all of these expectations have remained unsatisfied. And very soon criticism has fallen on Obama’s shoulders, from friends and enemies. His election was defined “a unique historical anomaly”  (C. Kraut​hammer, Washington Post, 6.11.09). Not only: the president is targeted by adversary media with poisonous insults. But what counts most is that the Republican party has successfully organised actions with thousands of participants who are furiously against the reforms. The Democrats have not reacted. And thus the Republicans, hit hard in the 2008 elections have raised their heads again. 

In the meantime, polls show that the trust in the president has fallen to 50%. What has happened in Obama’s White House? 

Sure there are many problems, in domestic politics and in international relations. First of all the economy, exploded after 8 years of absolute power in the hands of the business community, has caused a record in unemployment: 10.2%. The most heavily touched have been the people who had firmly believed in Obama’s change. The anticrisis policies of the Treasure have not brought sanctions but profits to the men of the high finance who were responsible for the crisis. The stimulus has not given the expected results. As a consequence, anxiety is amongst Americans the most diffuse feeling, people who fear to lose their job. And the discomfort is the prevailing feeling amongst economists who are close to the president but who think that the president’s experts are making a lot of mistakes. 

And it is clearly a feeling of revenge on the part of Obama’s adversaries who openly accuse the new White House of incompetence (Real Clear Politics, 28.8.09). 

Criticism and accusations have eroded the president’s credibility and in consequence his capacity to impose himself on his party and on the country’s establishment. Congressmen and Senators do not feel bound to the party’s discipline and put barriers to the health reform, a priority in Obama’s programme. Even other initiatives have created scepticism and are at the moment blocked.

And then there is the foreign policy. Doubts are growing for the choice of dialogue towards governments, countries and people with which the White House of Cheney-Bush behaved in the opposite way. And it is not only a question of words but of results. The National Interest  published the list of negative or not-given answers from Iran to Afghanistan and from Europe to Israel. After more than half a century there is a cooling down of relationships with Japan, while Saudia Arabia does not hide its mistrust and Egypt doubts whether it will remain the country of reference in the Middle East. A lot of countries in Latin America are still waiting for a concrete policy turn from Washington. Only Russia is satisfied with the stop to the anti missile shield on the Polish and Czech territories. Last is China, which looks down on the USA, from its pedestal of great successes, not only from an economical point of view but also for their penetration in territories, ex-colonies or clientes of Europe or America. 

The adverse élites set forth an endicment: that in international relations an open hand is a risk America as a world power cannot afford. The president, with his beautiful words, could weaken America. Among the friends, there is a rising concern to what the new leader of the White House wants and how he intends to achieve it.

The main point is the key idea of his leadership, that means decisions have to be taken on the basis of a rational analysis. In the framework of a right national political strategy, it is necessary first of all to have empirical data and the contribution of experts in order to risolve problems in an efficient way and with less costs for everybody.

 And therefore, in the case of the crisis and of the health reform, rather than to oblige the banks, the insurance companies to conform to the federal government, it would be more convenient to find a compromise between one’s own interests and the national political demand. To convince instead of to impose. To influence decision-making instead of taking decisions top-down. 

In order to convince and to influence political motivations are required pragmatism and flexibility. For instance incentives are useful to incourage private investments in innovative industries and to promote competition, quality and a correct behaviour in business.

Obama’s challenge is in searching and researching and at last finding the right choices which can give to the American society rational tools and worthy of the country’s role in the world. 

It is a challenge which has two contradicting elements. The first element is the president’s opinion of his own country, which is certainly not that of George W. Bush. We have to remember his choices as young community organizer, as professor, as lawyer, as  Chicago politician, and as Senator. And there are his cultural and social models until now, which have been targeted by his adversaries. The symbolic policies of his presidency also show that, from the “Lilly” Act on the equality of salaries between men and women, to his decision to bring back on American soil, within the boundaries of the American laws, the 11th September trials. 

Taking into consideration all these deeds, how can be evaluated, the second contradicting element of his challenge: “the enlightenement” with which he is facing the promised change? How is it that he believes that the light of reason and good will are sufficient to find an agreement between the different interests and make change possible? 

The process of the health reform is demonstrating quite the contrary. Most of the congressmen and senators have their own very private interests and are under blackmail by the lobbies which threaten not to fund the next election campaign. 

This is the way the American political machine works and Obama knows it well. The years spent in Chicago as a politician have trained him well. And his closest collaborators are aggressive political animals - Rahm, Axelrod, Jarrett. They form, according to his adversaries, his “Politburò”. 

But the president is self confident and so sure of his targets that at every difficolty he encounters he raises the terms of the challenge. While adversaries and friends expect a second thouht, his reaction is to wait in confidence that very soon adversaries and friends will converge on his rational choices. 

For instance we take some problems like unemployment, the sending or not of soldiers in Afghanistan, the relationship with Israel.

Unemployment is so high that the mid term elections are at risk. The media are already discussing this issue. Economists, friends of Obama, suggest a second stimulus. Paul Krugman is oriented to imitate Germany and in general the European governments, who are directly intervening to defend jobs. Obama has only planning for December a conference amongst experts to discuss next measures. 

Just like Irak which is breaking up into three parts (Curds, Sciites, Sunnites), also Afghanistan is for the public opinion a lost war. 

The polls reveal a rising number of Americans who want the return home of the soldiers. On the other side the generals are asking to send another 40 thousand soldiers. Visiting a company which produces tanks, the Minister of Defence promised that soon a big order would arrive. In the meantime the ambassador in Kabul declared there was no need either for soldiers or arms but civil infrastructures, engineers, doctors, teachers. Into such a bad fix how is it possible to find “convenient” and “rational” solutions? 

If in his first year as commander in chief, Obama withdraws the troops, the biggest military power in the world would lose it’s face with evident consequences in Pakistan and in other high risk territories. If he sends another 40 thousand soldiers and hardly anything changes on the field, the ghost of Vietnam will arise. The president will probably will turn towards sending less soldiers, as requested by the generals and more civil personnel as requested by the ambassador. Next Thursday we will have the replay.

In the case of Israel, the Obama way – open hand, dialogue, rational choices, convincing and not imposing – has to face the Netanyahu and Liberman government. The Seminar is dedicated to the Middle East. On my part I would only like to underline that the Tel Aviv case is different to the one in Kabul, in Baghdad, in Teheran, and in Karachi.

Behind Bibi Netanyahu there are not only his electors who have unfortunately brought him back into government, but the majority of the American and European public opinion. After 1945, it has become for the Europeans moral duty to be on Israel’s side, independent of the political colour of the government. For the American government it has been a foreign policy choice decided upon after the 6-day war in 1967, and later it became a big political and economic business. It is difficult to put it into question. Could Obama do it? Could he treathens the Israeli government to stand-by the strategis-military relations with the Usa, or prospect a block in the American funds? These are the only two threats which could maybe resuscitate negotiations with the Palestinians. 

On the contrary to Carter and Clinton, the two democratic presidents who did the most to find a way out of the conflict, Obama lives this conflict from the inside of the non-White world to which he belongs. He knows well that to obtain something from the Israeli government would serve to riequilibrate the American leadership in the non–White world increasingly hostile. Today it is in America’s interest to obtain a change from Israel. And it is on this goal that the credibility of the new White House foreign policy is being played, even more than the war in Afghanistan or the control over Irak and in Pakistan. 

It is a game between friends. If the United States cannot obtain understanding and help from its friends, how can it impose itself on enemies?

It is on this barrier that Obama’s challenge is blocked. His rational approach is strongly challenged. And most of all in the context of the American political system. 

Obama is a professional politician who has promised a change and therefore has a political project and finally a political theory on the means and the ends of the leadership. The problem is that he is lacking of a strong State, a united party which is persuaded of his project and of his leadership. It is not his fault if he resembles so much to a nineteenth century European politician who casually found himself living in America today and became the president. And to believe in that which he wants to the point of obtaining it – at one point or another – also from his country. 

We would like to wish him just that.
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