Expecting the Worst 

If the result of the U.S. presidential election is not decided on polling day, it is likely that the divisions which already exist in America would deepen, writes London-based political analyst Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.
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PERSISTENT DIVISIONS: It is also likely that foreign governments would suffer a sort of paralysis while they wait for who comes out on top in Washington; extremist movement would meanwhile use this power vacuum to further their agendas. It is also likely that terrorism would increase, and chances for holding elections in Iraq next January would diminish. And even if there were a decisive win for either candidate on election day, the divisions in American society which were created by the Iraq war would most likely persist—so long as no solution for the mess in Iraq is in sight, and so long as U.S. soldiers continue to fight and die in that far off land.
 
 As for what the rest of the world would inherit, that is not easy to fathom, for neither Bush nor Kerry can provide a panacea for a better future. What is certain however is that the Arab world will be the worst off, since Bush will seek to finish what he started, while Kerry would embark on a new route to an uncertain destination.
 
 As for Ralph Nader, the third candidate in this election, he will enter history whatever the result—and even if he drops out of the race in fact. Nader could still pull off an ‘October surprise’ by pulling out of the race and giving his support to Kerry. But this is unlikely, according to those who have tried to persuade him to stand down. Should Nader attract the same number of votes as those which separate between the two leading candidates, he will be bitterly blamed; after all, Nader already stands accused of losing Al Gore the 2000 election which brought Bush to the White House in the first place.

 
 Democrats—and many independents—are extremely angry with Nader for running, accusing him of selfishness and arrogance.
 
 These feelings can only intensify between now and polling day, endangering all the respect that Nader managed to accumulate over the years. Not that Nader’s basic message (opposing the two big parties’ monopoly of U.S. politics, and the role played by big business in dictating American domestic and foreign policy) is wrong. The issue is that America has become so closely divided down the middle that each vote counts if Bush is to be defeated. Bush might yet lose the election, a fact that by itself is seen as bad for an incumbent. The mere possibility that he might be defeated sends out a message that Bush is not wanted by half the American people. Should he win by the skin of his teeth, he would not have a large enough mandate; in fact, he would be seen as just having avoided losing rather than anything else. 
 There is no doubt that having seen off such a formidable challenger, Bush, a man who does not take criticism lightly, will proceed to teach those who opposed him and his policies a lesson. The president is totally convinced that whatever he does is right, and that those who fail to support him have an inherent flaw in their characters.
 
 It is therefore unlikely that Bush—assuming he does win on Tuesday—would pursue policies different to those that half the American electorate objected to in the election. It is highly unlikely that he would ask his new administration to draw up new policies to correct the damage caused by those he pursued in his first term in office. For George W. Bush does not see anything wrong with those policies, nor with the objectives he set. That is why he is unlikely to make any changes to the team that ran his first administration—whether as individuals or as an ideology.

 
 Vice president Dick Cheney—who was seen by many as the real power behind the throne—will be staying on, which makes any real change very farfetched.
 
 Nevertheless, there are those within the current administration who believe that Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and his deputy Paul Wolfowitz will be absent from a second Bush administration. In fact, some administration officials believe that Bush might even seek to minimize Cheney’s influence if only to avoid being remembered as the president who deputized for his deputy who was the real president. Washington insiders speak of senior Republicans warning Bush and his cabal that their continued reliance on the neoconservative clique and the religious right would cost them dear.
 This all means that a second Bush administration could be different from the first. It goes without saying that individuals make an administration; this is especially true with Bush, who allowed the neoconservatives full rein to influence his government’s policies and decisions. Secretary of State Colin Powell has complained bitterly about the Pentagon’s hijacking of foreign policy and about  the personal hostility he felt from Cheney and Rumsfeld.
 
 Will the Pentagon be allowed to continue dictating foreign policy under a new Bush administration? Or will the responsibility revert to State? The Pentagon misled the United States into an ill-conceived and calamitous war in Iraq; it was only recently that responsibility for running Iraq policy was handed back to the State Department. It was felt that the neoconservatives would best disappear over the election period in order not to cost Bush the presidency. But far more important than the differences between the State and Defense departments is what Bush and Cheney want, for it is they who encapsulate the presidency.
 What are their designs for Iraq? How will they deal with the Arab-Israeli conflict in the light of recent developments concerning Israel-Palestine, Syria, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Egypt, Libya, Sudan, terrorism, and oil? Will they continue on their present course? 
 And what would that mean for the world and the Middle East in particular?
  
 WHAT DIRECTION? Perhaps it is easier to predict what direction a second Bush administration would take than it was with the notoriously vague first. As far as Iraq is concerned, keeping on course—as Bush has committed himself to doing—means that no one would win; not the interim Iraqi government, nor the resistance, nor the advocates of civil war, nor those calling for Iraq to be turned into a hotbed of terrorism. Bush—should he be elected for a second term—should come clean on whether he has a plan 
 to rescue America from the Iraqi quagmire—and rescue the Iraqis from becoming cannon fodder in a futile war.
 George Bush and Dick Cheney have a responsibility towards their soldiers serving in Iraq as well. They owe it to U.S. servicemen and women to explain to them truthfully and succinctly why they are in Iraq. The mission, which started off as liberation, soon turned into an occupation which ‘ended’ with the inauguration of Allawi’s interim government. Now, it is described as a war on terror in order to prevent terrorists from attacking America’s cities.
 
 Not that John Kerry can escape the same problem lightly. If he is fortunate enough to win on Tuesday, Kerry has to explain what he plans to do about Iraq. The Democratic candidate can only continue to promote himself at the expense of Bush’s mistakes for a few more days. Should he be elected, he can no longer continue to blame his predecessor for the mess in Iraq. Nor would it be enough for him to install himself in the White House for erstwhile opponents of the war to begin to contribute troops and money to the war effort.
 In short, Kerry will inherit a major problem in Iraq for which no easy solutions can be found. Since the Iraq enterprise was variously described by the Bush administration as a war of liberation, an occupation, a struggle for democracy, and a war against terror, this will tie the hands of any successor and make the problem worse.
 
 In contrast to Iraq, Kerry is as uninterested in Palestine as Bush was. Palestine is a marginal issue as far as contemporary U.S. priorities are concerned. This suits the Israeli government (which has succeeded in reducing the Palestinian question to one of terrorism) just fine. Bush’s promises and Kerry’s commitments will not bring justice to the Palestinians so long as the entire question is linked to the U.S.-Israeli alliance against terrorism. What all this means is that the next few months will be difficult and complicated even if next Tuesday results in a clear winner. The situation will be immeasurably worse if the election result is contested and the final outcome needs months to be determined.
 
 The international climate was totally different four years ago to what it is now. The U.S. was not at war, which made the Florida debacle in 2000 easier to digest. Today however, the challenges and threats are immeasurably greater, which is why U.S. voters—and the American establishment—are much more aware of the seriousness of any attempt to manipulate the result, or to procrastinate in declaring the winner. These elections will be held after all while U.S. soldiers are involved in a war that to many is  reminiscent of Vietnam.
 
 If the election is not decided next Tuesday, the resulting crisis will not be just a passing phase because the split in America is deep and profound. Nor will the crisis be limited to the United States itself; external forces will most likely try to exploit the so-called ‘lame duck’ period to further their objectives.
 Should Tuesday’s election go to the wire like the last time, and Republicans and Democrats come to blows, the American media should avoid its customary sensationalizing. Americans should understand the seriousness of such a development and act accordingly. The two candidates are totally different from each other as far as their personalities and ideologies are concerned. But either winner will face the same expanding problems and have the same shrinking options to deal with them.
 Nevertheless, a Kerry win will cause many in the United States and elsewhere around the world to breathe a sigh of relief. Hope will grow anew of a multilateral future in which international diplomacy and cooperation will have a place in settling conflicts and in defeating religious and ideological fundamentalism of all hues. But it would be wise for these optimists to temper their expectations.

 
 U.S. foreign policy is not made only by the president and his immediate advisers, but by a wider establishment; it therefore cannot change tack radically unless the establishment wills it.
 
 So long as America is at war with terrorism, there is a very slim chance that such a change is imminent—whether Bush wins or loses. If Bush loses the presidency on Tuesday, the divisions in American society will start to heal; if he wins, polarization in American society will increase along with fears of a neoconservative resurgence.
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