The Common Denominator: Neither Bush Nor Kerry Would Make A Great President
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George W. Bush is conducting the final phase of his campaign for reelection on a strategy based on exploiting the wide base of popular support for his religious and moral beliefs. That is why he resolutely refuses to admit making any mistakes during his first term in office. He is projecting himself as the candidate of continuity. What voters will get if he wins is four more years of the same.
On the other hand, what John Kerry is offering is change; radical change that would reverse all of Bush’s policies that have brought America to where it is today. It is this promise by itself that has won Kerry considerable support, although in fact his actual policies do not seem that much different from those pursued by the incumbent. Kerry’s policies sound vague and incoherent, and in fact are almost the same as those of the current administration he criticizes - especially as far as how to deal with the Middle East, the Gulf, and North Africa is concerned.
For it is precisely in this region that the candidates’ decisiveness and wisdom will be tested.
Undecided voters are split between fear of the consequences of Bush’s policies and concern at Kerry’s apologetic but provocative positions. It will not be easy to predict what these undecided voters want and what their priorities are, because most of them are voting for the first time. Made up largely of young people, students, and poor and middle class immigrants, this block cannot be compartmentalized like other more traditional voting blocks. Yet because they make up almost 15 percent of the electorate, they are being energetically targeted by both the Bush and Kerry camps using different policies and priorities.
Bush for his part is seeking to attract the more conservative-minded undecideds; he wants to gain the votes of those families which go to church on Sundays, the anti-abortionists, and those who are opposed to stem cell research on religious and ‘moral’ grounds. Bush strategists believe that the majority of Americans are religious-minded, and are concerned with Christian social and moral values.
Kerry on the other hand is trying to attract undecided voters by using issues other than religion and moral values, although it is expected that he is going to stress his religious background as never before. Religion has therefore become more of a major player in U.S. presidential elections than it has ever been in the past. Forty percent of Americans are regular churchgoers, and the debate that has been raging around the country about single-sex marriage and abortion is not just a passing fad by any means. The Christian Evangelical Church sees Bush as a precious asset not to be lost, and that is why it is going all out to support his reelection.
In this year’s election, social issues (as defined religiously and morally) figure higher on the list of priorities of at least half the electorate than Iraq and the war on terror. The state of the economy is undoubtedly important, as is healthcare, but one cannot ignore the real battle going on between fears of terrorism on the one hand and faith as a weapon against those fears on the other. Religion on its own is a potent force behind social issues, a position that can only become more enhanced as a result of the fears, worries, and uncertainties brought forward by the war on terrorism – in the U.S. or in Iraq.
When addressing his supporters, George Bush frequently uses religious rhetoric to justify and explain why he intends to continue on the path he chose to take. Quite simply, he is on a ‘mission’ decreed by a Higher Authority. This is the way he sees it, and how he wants American voters to view him – as a holy warrior doing battle against ‘evil.’ His campaign for reelection has only a few days before polling day to introduce fundamental changes either to Bush’s own nature or to his policies in order to allay the fears of wavering voters as to his personality and his policies.
But instead, the Bush campaign will use the remaining few days to hammer the same message to voters in important states like Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Florida: That the Bush administration has scored significant successes in the war on terrorism, and that it has succeeded in protecting American cities from attack by taking the war elsewhere. Bush promises continuity: More preemptive wars to defeat the evils of terrorism, and more ‘good’ wars to bring democracy to countries such as Afghanistan and Iraq.
In short, Bush is promising nothing new. In fact, the only change which some Bush supporters hope to see relates to the individuals he would invite to serve with him in a second term. Those supporters – some of whom occupy prominent positions on Bush’s reelection campaign – wish to see the president get rid of most of the crew at the Defense Department, including the neoconservatives. They believe that the president would be free of any debts, obligations, and electoral considerations in a second term, and that consequently he would be a better, more courageous and more decisive president than he was in the first.
Bush’s opponents however see things differently. From their point of view, the president is a stubborn, arrogant, headstrong, and reckless leader who is unwilling – or unable – to admit making mistakes. That is why he is a dangerous leader, especially since he is totally under the influence of people like Vice-president Dick Cheney and the neoconservative hawks at the Pentagon. Almost half of the U.S. electorate does not trust Bush to lead them.
There is more interest in this election among Americans than in any previous election in living memory. That is why the presidential election of 2004 is such an important measure of how divided America has become. The main reasons why American society is so polarized are Bush’s personality, the ideology of the neoconservatives, and the influence wielded by the conservative religious Right.
Iraq is another reason for deep political divisions among American voters, especially as it has been shown that the country had no weapons of mass destruction, and after Republican attempts to link the former regime of Saddam Hussein to the attacks of 9/11 were thoroughly discredited. The Bush administration is not only criticized for going to war, but also for doing so under false pretenses.
This does not mean that Bush’s critics actually support Kerry, although the Democratic contender actually came across as more presidential in TV debates. Nevertheless, no educated American really believes that the choice is between two great statesmen. While political, ideological, social, and even personal differences abound, Americans are almost unanimous in their belief that neither Bush nor Kerry is great presidential material.
Some voters chose the candidate they felt more comfortable with. While Kerry comes across as aloof and detached, many Americans view Bush as an average Joe, the next-door neighbor they have no trouble relating to. Others plan to vote on instinct and gut feeling.
Many voters are waiting until the last minute to decide; they are still uncertain whether Kerry deserves the vote they will deprive Bush of. There are those who are worried that Kerry might prove even worse than Bush regarding the one region which is witnessing the wars on terror, WMDs, and tyrannies.
On Iran and Syria, the positions adopted by John Kerry (and John Edwards, his running mate) are almost as hard-line as those of the neoconservatives. Kerry and Edwards supported the Syria Accountability Act, and last May Kerry criticized the Bush administration for dragging its feet regarding the imposition of sanctions on Damascus.
As far as Israel is concerned, Kerry/Edwards have if anything been even more supportive of Israeli policies than Bush has been. Interestingly, the Kerry position on the Middle East conflict (outlined in a policy document entitled: A Bold Plan: Supporting Israel and Reasserting American Leadership) includes calls for ‘ending Iran’s nuclear program’ because it constitutes an unacceptable threat to the U.S. and Israel. Saudi Arabia comes under severe criticism as well, with Kerry calling for reducing U.S. reliance on Middle Eastern oil, asserting that the Saudi government supports terrorism, and urging the U.S. government to ‘confront anti-Semitic Saudi positions.’
The Jewish vote will mostly go to Kerry, since American Jews traditionally vote Democrat, notwithstanding Bush’s services to Israel over the last four years. American Jews are confident that a Democratic president would do even more for Israel. The most important issue in this regard is not to break the bond between Israel and the United States concerning the war on terrorism, a bond which has reduced the entire Palestinian question into one of terrorism.
Nevertheless, neither the Jewish nor the Arab vote will prove decisive in the upcoming election; in this highly polarized and fractured election, the decisive vote is still unknown.
George W. Bush must be very afraid, for he is the incumbent who has angered at least half the electorate. For his part, Kerry must remain on the alert; he will also need to do much more if he is to become the next president. Were Kerry and Edwards less provocative and more circumspect regarding such issues as Iran and Israel, they would engender more support. But they come across as two disgruntled critics who have failed to articulate a credible alternative to Bush’s policies.
Who will win the election? The only thing that can be said right now is that Bush might lose and Kerry might win. This in itself is a development that was almost incredible just a few days ago.
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