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Iraq will stay at the forefront of the US presidential elections. Legally speaking, the US is obliged to reach a bilateral security agreement by year end to redeploy American troops in Iraq and to organize their rights, mandates, and positions with the withdrawal of combat troops as per a time horizon agreed upon by the two sides. This issue cannot be delayed. The Security Council resolution which authorizes the American troops to operate in Iraq will expire by the end of this year. Consequently, the only choices left are: either concluding bilateral security agreements, or keeping Iraq under control by virtue of Chapter Seven of the UN Charter while subjecting the presence of American troops there to Russian and Chinese approval at a time of high tensions in American-Russian relations as a result of the Georgian crisis. In other words, if this bilateral treaty is not concluded, the legitimacy of American presence will depend on Russia's approval, an instrument that neither presidential candidate wishes to see in Moscow's hand. The teams of Republican candidate McCain and Democratic candidate Obama may have different approaches to dealing with Russia under Putin. But when it comes to American troops, the issue takes a patriotic and national direction. All other issues are radically different from the Iraqi issue because over 145,000 American troops are stationed in Iraq. Afghanistan is important for both candidates; each wants to beef up troops there to more than 33,000 so that victory becomes possible. However, Afghanistan is practically linked to the decisions made over Iraq. Iran is a vital issue in the calculations of both candidates. However, George Bush's recent policies have skewed to the "center" which suits both candidates. The Bush administration has budged away from its former stances of no dialogue and no representation with Iran, thus giving up on previous conditions without a return and without imposing any restrictions on the upcoming president. China is extremely important for the US but it is not a priority among hot issues. Neither candidate intends to hit China with the whip of democracy any time soon. Pakistan is now less of a priority on the radar of ethnic anxiety. Palestine, Israel, Syria and Lebanon now take a backseat while French President Sarkozy carries out missions in the Middle East and the Caucasus on behalf of Europe and the US. On the other hand, the significantly declining price of oil which preoccupies the American mind represents the best revenge from Iran, Russia and Venezuela according to the American mentality.

Given all this, the electoral campaigns of both candidates will focus much less on substance and foreign policy than on the personality of the man or woman who will reside in the White House and lead the world's only superpower. It will be an inventory of the histories of the candidates and their positions. But in reality it will be a process of introducing the candidates, partly organized by their professional campaigns, and partly revealing a very basic and unusually intimate relationship between the voter and the candidate. Hence, staying close to the candidates and not only their aides will be important to help understand the language of their minds instead of simply falling for their speeches. Standing a few meters away from Obama as he delivered a speech at the sports stadium in Denver, surrounded by almost 80,000, was certainly a moment charged with historical meaning. He tried to present himself as a decisive man ready to speak and lead. He addressed McCain with the tone of self-confidence and readiness for battle. However, whatever advantage he gained over McCain that night was soon lost to the Republican bomb known as Sarah Palin who addressed the Republican bases, a bomb which echoed across the US and all over the world, shaking the Democratic strategy. Palin came across as an ordinary woman with whom the American middle and lower classes could identify. Obama, on the other hand, remains distant from and far above those classes regardless of their color and ethnicities despite all his efforts.

The harmony between the two Republican conventions and Palin in St. Paul was different from that which prevailed between the two Democratic conventions and Obama in Denver. The magnitude of the event in Denver and the diversity of faces at the stadium were far more inspiring for sure. However, the rapport Palin had with her audience left a bigger impact, one that went far beyond the convention hall to shake Obama who sensed the risk to his chances. Now he has to face a candidate who is as eloquent a speaker as he is. Moreover, like his vice presidential candidate, Joe Biden, she knows well how to swing and perhaps deliver final blows. At this point, the Republican candidate McCain seems above the three as if he is saying that he holds a higher rank attributed to his experience and personality. McCain is no inspiring speaker. He is much better in personal sessions. Those who have been with Obama leave the session with two basic impressions: either that communication with him is difficult as he seems to create a space with his speakers, or that he is an extraordinary listener who listens very attentively and thinks carefully of what is said; he seems distant when in reality he is at the heart of the conversation. The writer of this article has never met Obama in person, but she has incidentally met with McCain on five occasions, each leaving some impression. To shed light on part of his personality (with the hope for a similar opportunity with Obama), here is a hint about those encounters.

The first was fourteen years ago during the Nixon Center for Peace Conference held in Washington in 1984 when McCain facilitated a seminar in which I participated as a speaker. At the end of the seminar, he insisted on presenting his identity card. He was interested in meeting me again, this time at his congressional office to get more acquainted with the issues of the Middle East and the Gulf. During the World Economic Forum in Davos, I encountered him several times as he moved from one session to another, at times as a listener and at others as a speaker. He was driven by his pressing desire to learn something new, not only his intent to express his opinions. On most occasions, he was accompanied by his wife Cindy with her silent smile. I was seated to his right during a private dinner with the press in Davos when he spoke about Iraq with political depth, detailed knowledge and calm. However, during the general questions, he was explicitly upset when a reporter asked him about the violations committed by the American troops there in a manner that triggered his instinctive and absolute rejection of any slandering of the American soldier, forcing him to put diplomacy aside and swing successive blows at the reporter and his country and whatever he represented.

A few years later, again at Davos, he was almost the only official who called for the troop surge in Iraq. He patiently argued in this sense (especially that, at the time and before meeting him, this column repeatedly spoke about the need to reinforce the troops in preparation for withdrawal). When McCain headed to New York a few months ago to announce on TV his intention to run for the presidency, I incidentally met him at LaGuardia Airport in New York. He was at the sidewalk accompanied by one assistant only. He stopped to greet me but not casually. He talked to me for almost ten minutes at the pavement; he was not only expressing his views but equally seeking opinions, neglecting the fact that he was in a hurry for a historical day of his life. It is absolutely inappropriate to pass judgment on a man that circumstances allowed me to spend no more than a few hours with. However, this acquaintance at different times and various circumstances have left a clear impression that he is a man who thinks independently. He is not easily led by the advice of aides. He is also decisive but willingly flexible. He loses his temper if provoked and will painfully come swinging at his provokers. He thinks with his mind and does not appreciate delegating thinking to others. He does his work with his own hands and does not enjoy delegating it to others.

How will these traits influence his approach to issues, from Russia and China, all the way to Zimbabwe and Syria? Those who consider themselves close to him do not agree on one opinion but almost all agree on what one of them said, "McCain alone has the certain answer to the question." He is an "idealist-realist," as a member of his inner circle put it. "He believes that the US is distinguished, but is realistic enough not to impose the qualities of America on others." He is selective but not an ideological fanatic. Hence he will not pursue wars for democracy as Bush did when he thought that invading and occupying Iraq would represent a starting point to spreading democracy in the Middle East. He will not pressure China into the corner of democracy tomorrow. At the same time, he will not give in to Putin's whims nor fear him. On the contrary, he will confront him from a stand of power rather than from the stand of pressure and tying arms in Iraq or other areas. Additionally, as his profile shows, he is unwilling to embark on adventures under dangerous slogans similar to those brandished by the neocons, such as "creative chaos" in the Middle East and the Gulf as a strategy to undermine stability in an organized manner. He will not approve innovations such as the Syrian novelty about "dialogue for stability" nor will he approve the ideas of a few within his inner circle about permanently prioritizing stability and dialogue with whichever side, or undermining or freezing justice to achieve stability. The desire of a few within his entourage to "freeze" the international tribunal for Lebanon while "stability" is fabricated through Syria under the sponsorship of France, Qatar, Israel and Turkey is their personal desire, a desire unlikely to find any resonance in McCain's thinking and mind. Such opinions do not fit with his profile. He is a military man who sees many things in black and white and from the angle of "who are the good guys and who are the bad guys," as a close acquaintance of his said.

Thus, when he thinks of Lebanon, he thinks through a clear perspective: Hezbollah = Iran = an Islamic republic in Lebanon = an Iranian base. When he thinks of Syria, he may think from the perspective of a better relationship between Syria and Israel, especially that negotiations may lead to an agreement and a peace deal. However, he will not freeze or shelve the international tribunal aimed at punishing the culprits involved in the political assassinations in Lebanon, notably the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri. Firstly because he will not obstruct justice. Secondly because the tribunal is in the hands of the United Nations. Thirdly because he does not approve deals to neutralize the tribunal to please a regime or to gain its assistance in Iraq, and fourthly because he does not believe in slogans, such as dialogue for stability or paying the bill for stability by offering the reward of rehabilitation for one which struck him before or by neutralizing justice for the sake of stability.

Most probably, Obama thinks in a similar manner when it comes to the principles that govern relations with states and organizations. The two candidates may disagree on priorities, means, conditions and objectives of dialogue, and they may eventually agree. Neither one of them will head to the White House to trigger a ready war with any state. Most probably, by the time the identity of the next president is unveiled, the results of delegating American foreign policy in the Middle East and the Caucasus to Sarkozy - as the Bush administration is doing right now - will have become clear. One of the first necessary steps will not only be weighing the new relations with Russia but forging a renewed partnership with European states. Sarkozy is enjoying his roles and is behaving as if he were the super president of Europe-US. So far, he cannot claim to his credit any single accomplishment or breakthrough. Rather, he is entering as a player in regional and international alliances similar to the new quartet of the Damascus summit with the desire to build the Syrian-Israeli peace through Turkey, and the dream to establish normal relations between Lebanon and Syria as devised by Qatar.

If he achieves his grand objective, namely to activate the new quartet and court Iran, perhaps he may gain a prominent position with the new American president. If he fails, however, the American policy in the Middle East and the Caucasus will not be delegated to him for long. The American establishment knows its true priorities perfectly well. Its main focus today is on the security treaty with Iraq, one that is made by American hands in an Iraqi space.
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