Democrats’ assertiveness


THE Democrats aren’t much wrong when they say that President George Bush has been ignoring Congress for six years. He perhaps could afford to do this because he had taken the Republican-controlled legislature for granted. However, since the Democrats’ victory in mid-term elections last November, things have changed dramatically. The Democrats now control Congress and seem to be thoroughly enjoying the predicament of a president who is coming increasingly under criticism on Iraq and other foreign policy issues from some of his own partymen. The vitriol of the Democrats’ criticism of the White House’s foreign policy handling has led to a counter-attack by the administration on the Democrats’ forays into international affairs and the propriety of some of their actions that seem to have stung the State Department. The Republicans insist that Congressmen should not “cross the line” in their criticism of the administration’s foreign policy, because it is the president who conducts America’s relations with the rest of the world. They also point out that the American constitution provides for a separation of powers, and for that reason all the three branches of the state — the executive, legislature and the judiciary — must work within their respective spheres.

In spite of the separation of powers, Congress must pass all aid bills, and that automatically gives the legislature a say in foreign policy because it can obstruct the administration’s policy towards a given state by slashing aid money or rejecting the bill. This is inherent in the checks and balances built into the American constitution. What the Republicans object to, however, is the kind of policy initiative taken by House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. Not only did Speaker Pelosi visit Syria — one of the members of what President Bush calls the “axis of evil” — she offered “our good offices” to help start the Israeli-Syrian peace talks and, more provocatively for the State Department, said the road to Damascus was “a road to peace”. Apart from Vice-President Dick Cheney’s severe criticism of the Pelosi visit, one of the Republican hawks, Mr John Bolton, said a Speaker was not supposed to “conduct or articulate” foreign policy and that her visit to Damascus could create “misperceptions”.

While every Congressman has the right to speak his mind on foreign policy, the “conduct” part of the criticism may be valid, since foreign policy in America — ignoring the differences in shades — is a bipartisan affair. However, the Iraq misadventure and the over 50,000 US casualties (the Pentagon’s figure) were a major factor in the Democrats’ victory last November, and they are justified when they say that they have a mandate from the people on the Iraqi situation, especially on a pull-out of American troops from that country. “Engaging” Syria, as recommended by the Iraq Study Group, was thus one of the purposes of Speaker Pelosi’s visit.

Unfortunately for President Bush, even some Republicans share the Democrats’ criticism of his Iraq policy and believe in talking to Syria. As Republican Senator Arlen Specter said in a TV interview, America must hold its “friends close and … [its] enemies closer”. Talking to Syria will not only help Washington in its Iraq policy, it could break the deadlock on the Israeli-Syrian front of the Middle East process and perhaps help pave the way for a revival of peace talks between Israel and the Palestinian Authority.

