An Extraordinarily Exciting American Presidential Election!
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John McCain, the presumed Republican candidate for the American presidential race, benefited the most from the ad featuring a phone ringing at 3 a.m. when all children were sleeping soundly. Senator Hillary Clinton has released the ad to assert that she possesses the leadership capabilities and experience needed to answer the scary call and take good decisions to protect America's national security and future, characteristics that Senator Barack Obama does not possess, as the ad implied. The ad helped Hillary Clinton win two major states, Ohio and Texas, breathing life into her campaign and reviving her hopes of winning the Democratic nomination. There is also renewed talk about the possibility of her asking Barack Obama to accompany her for the vice presidential ticket. However, that ad carries deeper meanings and implications. Firstly, it made it clear that American voters opposing the war consider national security to be their top priority, which would significantly help John McCain who has put national security high on his list of priorities. Secondly, the ad reminded the American voters that the looming danger is coming from overseas - the danger of global terrorism that threatens the security of their children and the danger of regional wars that unexpectedly jeopardize their national interest. And in both cases, the Arab region and the Islamic world capture a prominent rank par excellence. Incidentally, the number indicating that John McCain had won enough delegates to win the Republican Party nomination was 1191, reminding of the terror that brought down New York's twin towers at the World Trade Center in 2001, also known as 9/11. This is tantamount to a seal in the American subconscious, awakening national sentiments as well as the determination to win the war on terrorism.

What may not have been incidental, however, was that a contender for the Democratic nomination released an ad that awakens terror fears as she headed to a critical point in her campaign. Through this ad, Hillary Clinton wanted to show that she was the one capable of providing protection and security rather than Barack Obama who, she claims, lacks the experience and expertise and has been so busy that he has even missed a vote at the Senate over an issue as critical as Afghanistan. By reviving scared heartbeats similar to those that possessed the Americans on 9/11, Hillary carried the Democratic base from being categorized as an anti-war camp under all circumstances to one showing commitment to national security and the needs to protect it under all circumstances.

This is a major development. Barack Obama can no longer build his strategy on opposing the war on Iraq for which the Republicans and President George W. Bush are disgracefully blamed. Moreover, he can no longer repeat the mistake he previously made when he said that should al-Qaeda return to Iraq following the swift pullout of the US troops, he might send the troops back to the battlefield (assuming that he has taken the war back to its natural location in Afghanistan as he seems to be suggesting). That particular mistake was snapped by John McCain who reminded that al-Qaeda was operating in Iraq at the present time. In fact, even Obama's response that Iraq was free of al-Qaeda and its likes until these were introduced there by George W. Bush's war - which is basically true - will not offer him much help. The Americans want solutions for the reality now and not for what happened a few years ago. Even those enraged by George W. Bush do not want their president to be laid back in the face of any threats to national security. Accordingly, if Barack Obama can make a good read of indicators, he will have to rectify his current political discourse that is based on offering the dialogue carrot as a magical solution; he will have to recognize the realistic and practical fact that his view on initiating an unconditional dialogue with Iran is no longer viable.

The UN Security Council passed this week a third resolution, imposing a new set of sanctions on Tehran and reiterating the primary and fundamental demand of the five permanent member states at the Security Council (Russia, China, US, Britain and France). Tehran is simply required to approve suspending uranium enrichment in return for an incentives package offered by the five permanent member states in addition to Germany. This package includes discussions and dialogue between the US and Iran.

However, there will be no discussions, dialogue, or suspension of sanctions as long as Tehran pursues uranium enrichment. In light of these facts, how would Barack Obama bypass an agreement involving Russia and China and a unanimously endorsed Security Council resolution (except for Indonesia's abstention), then engage in direct and unconditional talks with Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmedinejad? Russia's ambassador to the UN, Vitali Churkin, wants to tempt Iran to comply with the suspension demand by offering incentives and relying on the creativity, diplomacy, and flexibility of the foreign ministers of the six powers. Yet, Churkin himself considers it out of the question to give up on the demand to suspend uranium enrichment under any circumstances. Hence, Barack Obama must take such a reality into consideration because the election campaign will soon delve into the details of the momentous foreign policies.

The other example involves Iraq, Iran, the American-Iraqi-Iranian triangle of relations and the developments accompanying Ahmedinejad's visit to Iraq last week. That was both a historic and symbolic visit at the same time, but it also revealed a side worth watching, a side that has to do with the relationship of Nouri Al-Maliki's government with Iran and the US. From Iraq, Ahmedinejad discussed the occupation that must be ended, evoking no protest whatsoever from Al-Maliki or his government. Evidently, Ahmedinejad's words offended and insulted the American troops present in Iraq at the request of the Iraqi government. If Nouri Al-Maliki does not wish the troops to be present in Iraq, he must then demand their withdrawal now. However, since he implores the presence of American troops in Iraq as a safety gauge that prevents the country's collapse, he should have protested the offensive remarks directed by the Iranian president at Iraq and the US; he should have rejected Iran's interference in Iraq's domestic affairs; and he should have been upset because the term "occupation" classifies him and his government as collaborators.

Ayatollah Ali Sistani, Iraq's most notable Shiite cleric, did not receive Ahmedinejad, thus denying him a visit to Najaf, the symbol of Iraqi Shiite independence from Iran's efforts to dominate the Shiites. In addition, he did not get involved in a direct and unconditional dialogue with Ahmedinejad, revealing political wisdom and awareness and delivering an extremely important message that signifies independence and expresses concern over Iranian intervention in Iraq. Similarly to Ayatollah Sistani and some Shiites in Iraq, some Shiites of Lebanon refuse to bow under Iran's banner.

Each of the three candidates will be very interested in Iraq, Iran and the repercussions of the Iranian role in the Middle East. John McCain has made Iraq the cornerstone of his campaign when he opposed George W. Bush's policy and the methods of his Secretary of Defense at the time, Donald Rumsfeld. Similarly, he supported the troop surge plan as a means to avoid defeat at the hands of the rebels, militias and terrorist groups. He clung to his stances, refusing to set a timetable for the US withdrawal and insisting on continuing the war in Iraq until victory is attained.

A senior Iraqi official familiar with John McCain wrote describing him, "He is a realistic man who understands the situation in Iraq and the importance of victory there. At the same time, he is committed to fundamental values and principles. This combination between realism and values is assuring for the region and Iraq, especially as the man has experience, comprehends the complications of the Iraqi situation, and understands the importance of regional balance. He will not push for a war against Iran, but he will not accept Iranian expansion in the region and will be determined in his rejection." A McCain aide points out that he has personally suffered because of war. As a prisoner of war, he was tortured during the Vietnam War, and, as such, believes that whoever knows wars closely cannot promote war.

The US popular rage at the war in Iraq, at the American involvement in Iraq, and at George W. Bush who has endorsed McCain as the Republican candidate may hurt John McCain. Similarly, American voters, especially the youth, may find themselves frustrating and destroying something good, as someone pointed out, if they oppose an historic change represented by the Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama team as president and vice president respectively. After all, having a hand in the making of history has its own magic. Carrying a woman and a black man to the White House to fill seats long preoccupied by the white man is ultimately an exciting event that invites inspiration and kindles the desire to participate, but of course only if Barack Obama agrees to be Hillary Clinton's vice president (or vice versa, which is more unlikely). In such a scenario, John McCain will be facing a battle that may be the most difficult of his battles for the White House. He could find support in the vice president of his choice, which as indicators suggest, will neither be a woman nor a black man, but rather, one of a bunch of southern male governors. In this context, Governor Mark Sanford of South Carolina leads the list. He is young, capable of leadership in case McCain decides on the likely choice of one presidential term (four years). Still, what may pave or block John McCain's path to achieving the dream is John McCain himself, with his independent personality that appeals to some and upsets others.

Conservative Republicans are upset at his independence and his almost-guaranteed Republican nomination and believe that McCain symbolizes the end of their era and power. The neo-conservatives who have abandoned George Bush and hid behind Rudy Giuliani's nomination have nothing to do with McCain, especially as they fear his experience, knowledge, independence and impatience with them. According to an expert on campaigns and the Republican Party, McCain's trip to the White House (on the day following Mike Huckabee's withdrawal after the 1191 figure) to receive George Bush's endorsement and blessing is significantly useful for McCain as he tries to secure independent votes, especially that the Republican establishment has always considered him not-Republican enough.

Consequently, Bush's endorsement implies the de facto support for McCain by the Republican establishment, offering him another dose of independence, even from the Republican party if need be. In other words, George Bush benefits from supporting John McCain if the latter wins the presidency because this would be the third presidential victory for a Republican, a victory to be celebrated by the incumbent president who can claim that he handed over the baton to a Republican and did not leave the White House to a Democrat. Secondly, Bush's support for McCain directly contrasts "loyalty" among Democrats, since the Democratic candidate, Al Gore, drew a distance with the then incumbent president, Bill Clinton, to avoid paying the price of the president's blunders and ended up losing the race.

In addition, John McCain's strategy seemingly lies on securing the Republican base and then independently moving toward independent voters to attract them with the independence that differentiates him and makes him desirable as a president among this category. If he succeeds with his strategy, McCain will be in the process of remaking the Republican Party and the Republican nomination and redefining the aspiration of many American voters, namely "change." The American presidential race is unusually exciting this time, as age, gender, and color play prominent roles, either positively or negatively. Each of the three candidates makes change his or her way. This is exactly what should prompt all excited observers who are closely watching these elections worldwide to avoid passing judgments and jumping to conclusions. This is definitely not the usual presidential election. Congratulations America on this amusing novelty!
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