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PRESIDENT Barack Obama won the presidential elections in 2008 in unusual circumstances. So high were the expectations he had aroused that, as many predicted, some disappointment was inevitable. No president could have delivered on all his promises. 

He did not fill the typical pedigree of a successful candidate, yet won a higher share of the vote (52.9 per cent) compared with Ronald Reagan’s in 1980 (50.7 per cent). He was able to secure support from the young who sought change, from the blacks who hailed him as one of their own and from the Hispanics. Forty-three per cent of the white vote went to him. The Republicans were convincingly defeated and hopelessly demoralised. The Democrats had a majority in both Houses. 

A year after he became president, the Republicans are demoralised no longer. They are raring to do battle in the Congressional elections in November. The Republicans have always been bad losers. They pursued Bill Clinton relentlessly in impeachment proceedings but failed. Now they are determined to make Barack Obama a one-time president like Jimmy Carter. Partisanship has reached an all-time high. 

Barack Obama could not have come to the White House in more inauspicious circumstances. Abroad, the prestige of the United States was at an all-time low thanks to his predecessor George W. Bush. Decline in the superpower’s power was palpable. Before long he was confronted with an economic recession which entailed unpopular rescue packages for the banks. 

In a speech at the Brookings Institution on Dec 9, 2009, Obama said, “We were forced to take those steps largely without the help of an opposition party, which, unfortunately, after having presided over the decision-making that had led to the crisis, decided to hand it over to others to solve.” He had reached out to the opposition but was rebuffed and if their current rhetoric is anything to go by it will continue to rebuff him in the hope that it will thus deny him the credit that comes from achievement in domestic and foreign policies. 

Fox News, the WallStreet Journal, fundamentalist churches, insane rumours over the Internet and neocon radio hosts like Rush Limbaugh will keep up the tempo of divisive rhetoric. 

Barack Obama did not have a clean slate to write on. He knew that for all the popularity he had won there were powerful forces in the country that were out to obstruct him at every turn and make him a one-time president. They did not dwell in the Republican Party alone. This explains his shrewd move, which astonished many, to make his opponent Hillary Clinton, secretary of state. Bush’s defence secretary Robert Gates was asked to continue in office. But what earthly compulsion was there to make Timothy Geithner, who was close to Wall Street, secretary of the treasury, and Lawrence Summers, architect of the financial deregulation which brought the US close to a meltdown, economic advisor? These two did not cut inspiring figures as they explained the generous bailouts and explained away the rising unemployment rates. 

Barack Obama’s central election plank was change. Grassroots activists, greens, advocates of reforms and the young flocked to his standard. He was after all, a brilliant law student who shunned a career in the law firms of New York and worked for Chicago’s poor neighbourhoods. 

But Obama and his idealistic supporters could not change the system. Among his top 20 campaign funders were Goldman Sachs, Citigroup, JP Morgan, UBS and Morgan Stanley. Even as Republican opposition has mounted steeply, the ranks of his supporters have weakened significantly. 

A noted writer Walter Russell Mead remarked recently that “Barack Obama has a split personality when it comes to foreign policy”. It is, he said, a “presidential schizophrenia”. The illustration he gave is striking. After 94 days of intense internal debates on Afghanistan he ended up by simply splitting the difference between the hawks and the doves. He would send more troops as the generals wanted — while promising that their departure would begin in July 2011 — to please the liberals. 

No sooner he had won the Democratic nomination for candidacy in the presidential election than he rushed to the prime and powerful Israeli lobby, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee and made extravagant promises there. In his famous speech at Cairo he condemned Israel’s settlements. Israel rebuffed him by expanding the settlements. Obama meekly acquiesced. Eloquence cannot conceal for long defects in policy. Obama lacks the political clout to push through peace in Palestine on terms which self-respecting Palestinians can accept. 

“We reject as false the choice between our safety and our ideals”. The man who said this reneged on his pledge to close the Guantanamo prisons. 

There can be no denying that Obama has raised America’s prestige and ranks as the most popular president internationally in recent decades. But what has to show by way of results? On Japan, Gates is not the man to show any sensitivity to the people’s pride. 

Nomination of Robert Ford, a career diplomat, as ambassador to Syria, after five years, is welcome. But if the US hopes thereby to pull Syria away from Iran it is backing the wrong house. Syria will not accept anything less than Israel’s withdrawal from the Golan Heights. 

It would, however, be rash to write off President Barack Obama. He is resilient and resourceful enough to meet challenges that face him in domestic and foreign policies. He is not inflexible unlike Jimmy Carter. Yet unless he rises to meet the challenges, he will end up as a one-term president like Carter.

