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Foreign policy has seldom ranked as high as it does today on the list of issues important to the American electorate. The wars on terrorism and in Iraq have created an environment where Arabs and Muslims will both affect and be affected by the election campaigns and their fierce rivalries to come next Fall. The two wars at the forefront of American foreign policy have become intertwined with the very identity of the last remaining superpower and its relationship to its allies and enemies. During the Fall of 1979 hostage crisis, Iran brought about the ouster of the Democratic American president Jimmy Carter from the White House only to release the hostages soon after—a gesture that came as a gift to the Republican Ronald Reagan as the country celebrated his presidential inauguration. Iraq might likewise contribute to the ouster of George W. Bush, but terrorism might come to his rescue and keep him in office for a second term should another attack take place again on American soil. And because the Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon has succeeded in reducing the Palestinians to “terrorists” in the current American administration’s lexicon, he too has emerged as a key player in the upcoming battle for the White House. What he wants most is to perpetuate the notion of Palestinians as “terrorists” and to further bolster the American-Israeli alliance in the “war on terror.” The November presidential elections will serve as a referendum on the ideology of George W. Bush and his unilateral, preemptive wars. The few months remaining before the November elections provide an opportunity to cultivate better understanding, present the issues, correct wrongs done, and bring an end to the extremism that speaks falsely on behalf of  the peoples of the Arab region. During the upcoming American presidential elections, a “foreign” voter will walk alongside the American voter towards the voting booth, and both their fates might depend equally on the results. 
With the announcement of Senator John Edwards as a vice presidential running mate by the Democratic presidential nominee Senator John Kerry, the battle for the White House is set on a difficult course in the coming months—a battle likely to bring its share of “dirty” campaigning. 
The battle for the White House rarely plays itself out between two vice presidential candidates, as it promises to do in this election. The reason is Republican Vice President Dick Cheney—widely seen as “dictating” on Bush the doctrine of unilateral, preemptive wars and accused of preferential dealings with large corporations such as Haliburton. To those opposed to Bush, Cheney is seen as the “snake’s head.” To Republicans worried about Bush being co-opted by the hawks, Cheney is seen as a liability to the Republican Party. According to Democrats and some Independents, he is the most obvious link in the chain of suspicions surrounding the credibility, future aspirations, and ideological bents of the American administration.
Despite his relative lack of foreign policy experience in comparison to Dick Cheney, John Edwards would welcome a debate with his Republican counterpart on the Iraq war. While other issues are also of great importance, Iraq presents the basis for calling into question the preemptive doctrine, the miscalculations, the scandals, and conflicting interests. 
Republicans have launched their campaign against Edwards on the grounds that he lacks political experience and is weak on foreign policy. Now that he is the Democratic vice presidential candidate, his past will come under much heavier scrutiny and secrets could very well start emerging. It would be premature to conclude that he has passed the tough tests that face every candidate, despite his relatively smooth ride in the Democratic primaries some months ago. 
Kerry sees in Edwards qualities that he himself lacks—a vitality that would help energize the presidential campaign, an ability to connect with people, and a warm personality.
In the first joint appearance of the Kerry and Edwards families following the official announcement of the Edwards addition to the Democratic presidential ticket, the prevalent mood seemed to be one of renewed resolve, of connecting with the American voter with a message of hope, of optimism, and of reclaiming America’s respect in the world. The two families appeared as though embarking on a journey for young and old alike.
John Edwards has the looks reminiscent of the Kennedys. The speech he delivered standing next to Kerry and with his hand resting on his son Jack’s head brought back images of the former president John Kennedy. He combines personal appeal, a positive message, and a high degree of intelligence attested to by most of those who know him well.
Dick Cheney is undoubtedly more experienced, and he too is known for his intelligence and shrewdness. But he is also a recuperating heart patient, older, and commonly described as an ideologue who is among the most extreme of hawks.
The vice presidency is more important today than it has ever been in the past, due in part to increasing fears of assassination. Thus the need to scrutinize ever so closely the person who could find himself becoming an unelected president. But the ever-increasing importance of the vice presidency is also attributable to the influence that Dick Cheney has had on the presidency of George W. Bush, both ideologically and in practice—so much so that he is often considered a co-president, so to speak, and not only a vice president. 
Upon announcing John Edwards as his running mate, John Kerry described the latter as being “ready to help lead America,” and that he “understands and defends the courage of America”—a “respected” America, a “stronger” America. 
The difference between the two campaigns, Democratic and Republican, lies not so much in their use of the rhetoric of a “gentler America”, for both continue to wave the banner of a “strong America.” Rather, the difference lies in their respective methods of gaining “respect” for America—the unilateral use of force versus international cooperation. 
A former US presidential candidate, Gary Hart, has described the difference between the two campaigns as “dramatic.” He spoke to Al-Hayat expressing his own opinions and not those of Kerry. He said that Kerry “will revert to a traditional 20th century internationalist position where emphasis in on negotiations and working with allies in cooperation.” He added that Kerry “will abandon unilateralism except as far as national security is concerned.”
Hart, who is extremely intelligent and one of the most foreign-policy-savvy of American politicians, has authored a book that came out in the last few days entitled Grand Strategy, published by Oxford University Press. In his estimation, the war on terror during a John Kerry presidency “will look much more like Afghanistan, and much less like Iraq.”
In other words, under John Kerry military interventionism will not abide by the same preemptive doctrine adopted by the Republican president--a doctrine that received only marginal international backing in its Iraqi manifestation. Democrats want the kind of “international project” that characterized the efforts in Afghanistan, both in terms of the military intervention and subsequent reconstruction. They want to emphasize the notion that terrorism is a global danger threatening the global community, not an American war in which other peoples’ lands are invaded to keep danger far away from American soil. One of their central tenets will be that defeating terrorism cannot be achieved through unilateral action.
In Gary Hart’s opinion, the differences between John Kerry and George Bush are “fundamental”—whether in their ideological positions, breadth of experience, or personalities. “Bush is just the opposite of Kerry,” according to Hart. Kerry is “open” to the opinions of others while Bush is “dogmatic.” Kerry is “comfortable” in cultural settings other than his own, and his wife, Theresa, is an immigrant who speaks five languages, while Bush had only traveled outside the US a few times before coming to the White House and seems oddly out of place in foreign settings.
But even if Kerry devises a strategy counter to that prescribed by the preemptive doctrine, succeeds in reestablishing a relationship of cooperation with America’s allies, and seeks to reverse hatred for Americans—the fact remains that he will have inherited two wars and might not be able to bring about fundamental change in the course of either.
But what might be a hopeful sign—although by no means a sure one—is that military action against Iran or Syria would be less likely under Kerry than Bush. The neo-conservatives and extremist hawks would like nothing more than to unleash their military wrath upon Iran and Syria and continue to push for their doctrines of preemptive, regime-changing wars. The Democrats, on the other hand, do not subscribe to such doctrines and do not want to venture into "unnecessary" wars; i.e., ones waged in the absence of a real threat to US national security. No measures against Iran or Syria could therefore be ruled out, even under a Democratic administration, if either country is deemed guilty of facilitating the passage of foreign fighters into Iraq in the hopes of pushing the US into a quagmire.
America is today waging a new kind of war—a war on terror. And a President Kerry would be just as keen on winning such a war as President Bush would—with the one difference that Kerry would insist on it being an international effort as opposed to an exclusively American war.
With respect to Iraq, John Kerry intends to work through the United Nations, seek international help and cooperation in Iraqi security and reconstruction efforts, and repair the damage caused to relations between the US and its European allies. Kerry’s driving impulse is that Iraq is an international—and not an American—issue. But he also points out that he would not advocate an early unilateral pullout from Iraq.
George W. Bush has in the past few weeks launched a campaign to soften and amend his policies towards Iraq, and in so doing he beat Kerry to the rhetoric of cooperation, damage reparation, and internationalization of the Iraq effort.
There is no basis for believing that non-American forces will be pouring into Iraq to replace American forces should Kerry become president. Nor does Kerry have a strategy different from the one that Bush beat him to, particularly on the issue of providing a time frame for an American pullout from Iraq.
It might be in Kerry’s interest—and might work to his advantage—to emphasize the differences between him and Bush in their approaches to the mission of American forces in Iraq. Bush continues daily to commit the mistake of claiming that he waged his wars in Afghanistan and Iraq in order to take the fight to terrorists beyond American borders. Kerry, on the other hand, can make it clear that the mission of American forces is to bring back security to Iraq and prevent it from becoming an American quagmire. He can also say that a Kerry administration will rescue the US from the predicament brought about by the Bush administration.
Kerry will not be able to offer his total and unqualified opposition to the Iraq war. He did, after all, cast his Congressional vote in favor of authorizing the American president to go to war with Iraq. He can point out the ills of neo-conservative and hawkish extremists and the mistakes they committed in Iraq, and he can also stress the failure of the preemptive doctrine. And because he is selling a vision of a hopeful future for a stronger America that would reclaim her respect in the world, he faces the challenge in the coming weeks of articulating a clear and coherent policy towards Iraq--still a central issue in the upcoming presidential elections.
Kerry has a reputation for being indecisive at times and withdrawing already adopted positions at other times. His positions on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the Separation Wall are a case in point. But the latter issue is unlikely to receive prominence in the upcoming presidential elections except perhaps in the context of casting the Palestinians as “terrorists.”
What Kerry might promise however is to follow in the footsteps of former president Bill Clinton in reviving efforts to find solutions at the presidential level and with engaged American leadership. He will not condemn Israel publicly regardless of her actions, or he might doom his political future. Reliance on Jewish financial contributions and votes aside, the Democratic Party has, traditionally, been more blind in its loyalty to Israel than the Republican Party, even if the Bush administration has proved the contrary.
The heightened foreign policy consciousness among American voters provides an ideal environment for cultivating political sensibilities despite the homogeneity of Republican and Democratic positions vis-à-vis Israel. The upcoming elections present a unique opportunity, and it is imperative that they not be left at the mercy of extremism posing as moderation.
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