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Obama, 2012, and 2008  
 
Elections Matter vs Structures Matter 
 
Overview of campaign to date 

- Republican primaries: Weak and weird field 
- Conventions 
- Issues 

 
Key Campaign issues 
 
-Sluggish economy (Bush’s fault or Obama’s fault) 
 
-Different Taxation policies  
 
Current rates 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/04/15/top-marginal-tax-rates-
chart_n_849596.html 

Historical data 

2012 income brackets and tax rates 

Marginal 
Tax 

Rate[6] 
Single 

Married Filing 
Jointly or 
Qualified 

Widow(er) 

Married Filing 
Separately 

Head of 
Household 

10% $0 – $8,700 $0 – $17,400 $0 – $8,700 $0 – $12,400 

15% $8,701 – $35,350 $17,401 – 
$70,700 $8,701 – $35,350 $12,401 – 

$47,350 

25% $35,351 – 
$85,650 

$70,701 – 
$142,700 

$35,351 – 
$71,350 

$47,351 – 
$122,300 

28% $85,651 – 
$178,650 

$142,701 – 
$217,450 

$71,351 – 
$108,725 

$122,301 – 
$198,050 

33% $178,651 – 
$388,350 

$217,451 – 
$388,350 

$108,726 – 
$194,175 

$198,051 – 
$388,350 

35% $388,351+ $388,351+ $194,176+ $388,351+ 
 
Reagan reduced all rates including the top rates. In 1980 top marginal tax rate 70% 
but 1988 top rate was 28% (based on the trickle down economic theory) 
 
http://www.google.com.au/imgres?q=trickle+down+theory&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&rls
=com.microsoft:en-au&biw=1024&bih=655&tbm=isch&tbnid=SIavP7T-
Fl1EGM:&imgrefurl=http://www.englishblog.com/2011/10/cartoon-trickle-down-
economics.html&docid=n4quGakLhG8d9M&imgurl=http://jeffreyhill.typepad.com/.a



/6a00d8341d417153ef0154364665fa970c-800wi&w=591&h=412&ei=2pBOUI-8H-
_JmAXb_oGYCQ&zoom=1&iact=hc&vpx=712&vpy=337&dur=952&hovh=187&h
ovw=269&tx=170&ty=169&sig=106225113173826544585&page=2&tbnh=125&tbn
w=179&start=15&ndsp=20&ved=1t:429,r:4,s:15,i:135 
 
Did this create growth? 
 
It certainly created greater inequality of wealth 
 
http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DatasetCode=INEQUALITY 
 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Share_top_1_percent.jpg 
 
 
Clinton 39.6% tax top marginal rate (helped pay off the government debt from 1990s) 
 
Bush Jr 35% 
 
Romney will make the Bush tax cut permanent.  
 
Obama will make them permanent for the middle and lower income earner not high 
income earners. 
 
 
Health care  
 
Obama quietly promoting Affordable Health Care Act of 2010 (why quietly when 50 
million more people helped out to have medical coverage?) 
 
Romney arguing for repeal (but say will keep some measures…and 2010 Act rather 
like the Health Care reforms Romney supported in Massachusetts when he was 
Governor…hence the flip flopper label like Kerry 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbdzMLk9wHQ – pretty effective attack).  
 
Polls:  
 
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/us/general_election_romney_
vs_obama-1171.html 
 
State-by-state: 
OHIO: 
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/oh/ohio_romney_vs_obama-
1860.html 
FLORIDA:  
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/fl/florida_romney_vs_obama-
1883.html 
PENNSYLVIA: 
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/pa/pennsylvania_romney_vs_
obama-1891.html 
VIRGINIA: 



http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/va/virginia_romney_vs_obam
a-1774.html 
 
http://uselectionatlas.org/RESULTS/ 
 
 

The place of biography in US politics 

 

Biography plays an enormous role in US presidential politics. 

 

While many people around the world are happy to dismiss their own politicians as 

unrepresentative chameleons, they often assume that the American president is truly 

representative of America and Americans. This view is the product of a number of 

converging forces.  

 

It reflects that Americans and non-Americans alike take the words of the Gettysburg 

Address, with its famous claim that American government is “of the people, by the 

people, for the people”, rather seriously.  

 

This view of America mixes populism with symbolism: the president is both the man 

of the people and emblematic of American society and its values. The author of the 

Address, Abraham Lincoln, is of course also famous for his personal journey from a 

humble log cabin to the White House. The heavy emphasis on personal biography in 

American politics and the tendency of presidential candidates to link their personal 

narrative with national mythology account for much of the tendency to see American 

leaders as “of the people”.  

 

Dickens and other travellers to the US have claimed that Americans in the 19th 

century were losing the habit of speaking conversationally and spoke in private 

situations as if they were addressing a public meeting. 

 

Lawrence – symbolic life: Interesting Conrad sees this interpretation of the lives of 

Americans not only in Dickens’ writings but also in D. H. Lawrence’s. He writes: 

“Americans lend themselves to Lawrence’s invective because they are so preoccupied 

with the stresses of personal identity and the collective unease of national identity, 



and so fond of seeing themselves in symbolic terms. They have the habit of 

abstractness. Rather than simply and unself-consciously living, they are critical 

spectators of their own lives.” (Conrad p. 175).  

 

This view has it that Americans behave, to use a 20th century metaphor, as though 

they are characters in a television sitcom with the camera forever on them.  

 

Conrad also puts his finger on another easily discernible American trait of seeing 

one’s own life as part of the national mission and story. Frequently American 

autobiographies and biographies have the words “An American Life” somewhere in 

their title. Memoirs by Reagan and Sarah Palin not surprisingly use these words as do 

biographies about Jerry Garcia, Andrew Mellon, George Kennan, Condoleezza Rice, 

Burt Lancaster, Martha Washington, Ben Hogan, George Washington, Jesse Owen, 

Oral Roberts and Benjamin Franklin (and more books on less well known 

individuals).i A noted Franklin biography is even titled “The first American”. Another 

popular title is “An American Journey” used in the title of Colin Powell’s 

autobiography and one of the biographies of Bill Clinton (as well as a number of other 

biographies). This tendency is nowhere near as common in other countries: in fact I 

am yet to find one biography or memoir titled “An English Life/Journey” or “A 

British Life/Journey” (a title I presume the English would see as arrogant and 

presumptuous). A small number of Australian biographies use these words as does the 

popular ABC TV show “Australian Story”.  

 

Defenders of the personalised approach to understanding a nation’s identity might 

well argue the more varied stories we see and read about, the richer the picture of 

one’s nation. The story of Barack Obama on first blush looks a copybook case of this; 

however, on deeper investigation using biography to understand complex national 

issues has limitations. One person’s life doesn’t do justice to the range of problems 

societies or nations face. Ultimately it is the wrong unit of analysis. 

 

 Barack Obama’s memoir Dreams from my father might be praised for avoiding 

nationalist clichés and opening the door to a more multiracial and progressive way of 

seeing American national identity. Nonetheless for all of Obama’s eloquence and 

nuance the book is about a rather America theme, namely Obama’s own struggle for a 



group identity that fits into the national story. Talking about this conscious struggle, 

“Beenu Mahmood, one of the president’s Pakistani friends, remembered that, over the 

course of a two- to three-month period [in New York City in his 20s], Obama was 

constantly rereading Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. In Mahmood’s eyes, the future 

president was using that period of reading Ellison to contemplate his own racial 

identity. Mahmood describes Obama as ‘the most deliberate person I ever met in 

terms of constructing his own identity, and his achievement was really an 

achievement of identity in the modern world. [That] was an important period for him, 

first the shift from not international but American, number one, and then not white, 

but black.’” http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2012/05/02/david-maraniss-s-

barack-obama-the-story-excerpted-in-vanity-fair-juiciest-bits.html Obama’s 

biographer David Mendell makes this point about connecting one’s own experiences 

with the national story. More directly he writes that Obama initially set out to write a 

book about African-American civil rights history and ended up writing a book about 

himself.  

 

American political life is full of set occasions – most notably inaugural speeches and 

state of the union addresses – where the national story in affirmed or attempts are 

made to reshape it.ii American presidential politics is full of this expectation that 

individuals will connect their personal biography to the collective story of the nation. 

And often to be successful they need to connect their own experiences to major 

symbolic national experiences. Ronald Reagan was a master of this, it helped that he 

had been involved in sports radio, Hollywood, in selling GE, at moments of iconic 

significance for these industries. Obama, whose story could be placed as unusual and 

outside the mainstream, has sought regularly in his political career to act as a bridge 

between the races and the generations (in the civil rights movement and as a political 

campaigner) (See David Remnick The Bridge). Part of the objective here by Obama 

and his media advisers is to present Obama as a more complete American.iii Given the 

above tendencies it is not surprising that Americans are often seen by non-Americans 

as symbolizing their nation. In other words, tendencies strengthen the inclination to 

stereotype Americans because there is clearly a national inclination to relate one’s 

own life to the life of the nation. It is not that surprising in the case of people who 

have prominent public lives, however, it is Dickens’ and later Lawrence’s belief that 

this tendency is apparent in the outlook of many Americans. This form of American 



nationalism – “myself and my nation are exceptional or special” lends itself to the 

polar opposite anti-American response where American policies or American 

outcomes (such as large amounts of greenhouse emissions) are connected and blamed 

on the character of the American people.  

  

The emphasis on biography in US politics also reflects an electoral system with a 

direct vote for its head of state, rather than for local candidates and political parties, as 

in the Westminster system. There is thus a tendency in America to view election 

results as a reflection of the political and social mood of the nation at large. As a 

result of this phenomenon, George W. Bush’s narrow victories were said to be 

representative of a “right nation” (and even symbolic of a transatlantic divide). On the 

other hand, Barack Obama’s election victory over John McCain was reported in many 

places around the world as America overcoming its racist past (on the other hand, if 

Obama had lost even by a narrow margin, America would have been declared by 

many a racist nation). Such sweeping analyses are not without some insights, but they 

often overstate the case for certain trends. It is always worth remembering how many 

Americans do not bother to vote, how important a small number of “battleground” 

states are in deciding who wins the electoral college vote (and thus the presidency), 

and how the media often overstates and over-amplifies the passions of the people on 

many so-called controversial political topics in America. Aristotle’s claim that “man 

is a political animal” seems overstated not just in the American case, but in the case of 

most modern democracies. However, nations do have political cultures which are 

shaped by the values, history, and myths of societies. America’s political culture is 

clearly more populist than that of many other developed nations, so the challenge is 

not to overstate or understate the importance of populism in shaping American 

politics and foreign policy. 

 

Cordell Hull, America’s longest serving Secretary of State, once claimed that “The 

Government of the United States is never far ahead of the American public; nor is it 

very far behind.”iv This populist tradition is partly reality and partly mythology, used 

by politicians and recycled endlessly in analysis of America. For example, Stephen 

Brooks writes, “When Ronald Reagan was asked the secret of his popularity he did 

not hesitate to attribute this to the fact that when many Americans looked at him they 

saw themselves.  It is hard to imagine a François Mitterrand or Jacques Chirac saying 



the same!”v Americans and non-Americans buy these claims too readily (suggesting a 

degree of gullibility?). Nonetheless, the oft-stated importance of being a spokesperson 

for the “people”, or more significantly, “bringing the people with you”, often leads to 

particularly stark (and undiplomatic) language being used when American politicians 

argue for foreign interventions. When President Truman sought to convince the 

American public to support his containment policies and fund post-WWII 

reconstruction in Europe, Senator Vandenberg famously advised Truman: “scare the 

hell out of them, Harry.”vi  Joseph McCarthy obviously took this approach to its most 

extreme, and scared a generation of US politicians into being more bellicose than the 

situation called for (Johnson’s policies and rhetoric in Vietnam being the most 

obvious examples of this). Then there was George W. Bush’s “war on terror” 

language, with its talk of “evil-doers”, the “axis of evil”vii and “good versus evil.”viii 

In fact, President Bush used the phrase “evil-doers”ix 24 times in public speeches in 

the eight months after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. This language is often 

called simplistic or “Manichean”. If we believe that the American people are insular 

and care little about the outside world, then it would seem necessary to scare them 

into fighting foreign threats and to exaggerate the nature of those threats.x  

 

In a country where people often talk in creedal terms about their nation’s mission or 

place in the world, it is not surprising that outsiders and internal critics often reverse 

this national mythologizing to talk about the flaws in the American character and how 

they infect US politics and foreign policy. In a similar fashion, Senator J. William 

Fulbright in his 1966 classic The Arrogance of Power comments on how the dreams 

and ignorance of the American people have impacted on American foreign policy:  

 

We have not harmed people because we wished to; on the contrary, more often 

than not we have wanted to help people and, in some very important respects, 

we have helped them.  Americans have brought medicine and education, 

manufactures and modern techniques to many places in the world; but they 

have also brought themselves and the condescending attitudes of a people 

whose very success breeds disdain for other cultures. Bringing power without 

understanding…xi  

 

 



Obama 

 

Background 

First African-American President – has this made a difference? 

Inexperienced – has this hindered him? 

 

Different, exotic, black: Obama is the first black president.  

If presidencies were awarded according to the proportion of African-Americans in the 

US, of the 43 US presidents so far 6 of them should have been black.  

 

Obama’s victory certainly not the end of racism in the US, currently no elected black 

Senators or Governors in the US. Only ever one elected Governor, Doug Wilder from 

Virginia, and three elected black Senators. 

 

The view that Obama is exotic, racially different can be overstated. DNA testing 

shows that a high proportion of white southerners have black ancestors (some 

estimate up to 40%), so being of mixed parentage is not that unusual. More unusual is 

his upbringing in Indonesia and Hawaii and having a Kenyan father (BIRTHERS).  

 

Funny name, doesn’t look like the men on the dollar bill. Obama used to mention 

these things to get them out of the way and then move on.  

 

Post-racial candidate, certainly didn’t highlight race in his campaign in the way that 

earlier black candidates did. Obama’s reaction to the arrest of the Harvard Professor 

Henry Louis Gates for breaking into his own home is one of the few times Obama has 

taken up racial discrimination as President or as a presidential candidate. 

 

No Bradley effect: in fact more people possibly voted for Obama because he was 

black.  

 

Bradley effect named after the African-American Mayor of LA Tom Bradley who lost 

the 1982 Governor’s race to George Deukmejian after being ahead in the polls – the 

theory being that while people claim in public that they aren’t racist, their real anti-

black attitudes surface in the privacy of the polling booth.  



Is some of the opposition to Obama racially motivated? Yes but it is a minority, but 

most of the opposition is anti-government and highly conservative. America is a fairly 

politically divided place, at least amongst those active in politics. The conservative 

side of politics is used to success, well organised but without effective leadership it 

will look populist and somewhat conspiratorial. 

 

Obama’s relative inexperience makes it hard to tell how he will go, but his short 

political career had the advantage of reducing cronyism and in Chicago and Illinios 

that is a big problem. Obama owed less to less people than George W. Bush or 

Clinton (with his long list of friends of Bill). 

 

Why did he win against Hillary?  

 

Winning the Iowa caucuses was huge – it gave people a belief that a real outsider 

could win.  

 

It helped bring on board the black vote (Bill Clinton’s comments about being like 

Jesse Jackson in South Carolina also helped out with the black vote. In fact Bill 

Clinton was quite a liability to his wife in this regard). 

 

Obama had a better organisation than Hillary Clinton. 

 

Valued the caucuses more than Hillary Clinton – played to the electoral system for the 

party nomination better than the Hillary Clinton campaign which was generally 

overconfident.  

 

Position on the Iraq war – clear early opposition – was crucial to gaining Obama 

massive Democratic Party support and the energy of many of his volunteers.  

 

It was often said winning the primaries is about Chemistry not mathematics; in 

Obama’s case, it was crucially about both. 

 

I have written that with slightly different rules Hillary Clinton would have won. And 

the contest between Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama obviously had many twists 



and turns (see for further detail: 

http://www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?article=6933)  

 

And for all of Obama’s talent he was also lucky.  

 

In fact his early political career benefited from a lot of luck and some pretty 

questionable tactics. (People have objected to this – I often see these objections as 

signs of hero-worship).  See for further detail: 

http://www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?article=8167&page=0)  

 

General Election   

 

Let’s try to move now from RANK punditry to Political Science! 

 

3 Political Science voting theories looked very shaky after the 2004 election: 

1. Economic voter theory (2000 and 2004 contradicted it) 

2. Medium-voter theory – go to the centre. Base strategy – Rove – clear blue sky 

3. Higher turn out will lead to a Democrat victory – around 56% voted up from 

51% in 2000 (side point – sounds terribly low would be a few percentages 

higher if only counted US citizens instead of total population of residents).  

 

2008 economic voter theory back in vogue!  

 

The financial crisis was probably the key event in the 2008 election. The polls 

narrowed around the Conventions. In fact McCain-Palin were in the lead after the 

GOP convention.  

 

The Financial Crisis and McCain’s mishandling of it, and Obama’s steady and 

unflappable performance in the debates created a clear lead. Palin started to cause 

problems, and at the very least turned out to be a major diversion for the McCain 

campaign.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xRkWebP2Q0Y&feature=related 

 



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nokTjEdaUGg&feature=related 

(ON Foreign Policy) 

 

Satire: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BE2gE-VVjBI&feature=related 

 

Once again – organisation caught up with Republicans. Micro targeting, volunteers, 

computers and MONEY! 

 

I wonder how effective it is for the Democrats to send Harvard college students and 

New Yorkers into the field to convince West Virginians and people in rural 

Pennsylvania to vote for Democrat candidates. This tactic was definitely reduced with 

the Obama team compared with the Kerry campaign. 

 

The most effective person to lobby for a candidate is generally a neighbour, a 

workmate or someone in your social circle.  

 

Obama won but his appeal is clearly GLOBAL 

 

WHY? 

 

My experience in Australia when I told people I teach American politics is usually at 

best “interesting” or a grimace. But 2008 was different - I had conversations with 

removalists, bus drivers and relatives about Obama – he was seen as something 

different from the norm. Led to a lot of hope and enthusiasm.  

 

WHY? 

 

Obvious answer - Not-Bush – antidote to Bush in fact  

 

President as symbol of the Nation –  

A narrow Bush victory apparently signifies a deeply conservative nation whereas an 

Obama victory equals a new dawning of progressive America (I am pretty sceptical of 

such generalisations)  

 



The other reasons Obama is popular is he is: young, gives a great speech, smart, good-

looking  

 

The aspect of Obama’s appeal I have been particularly interested in is the belief that 

he is a more authentic/ more genuine politician. 

 

Many non-Americans see the United States as having a particularly phoney culture: 

with its silicon-enhanced bodies, compulsory “have a nice day” customer service and 

overwrought performances in every second Hollywood movie.  

 

However, when it comes to choosing their politicians Americans seem rather quaintly 

attached to the notion of authenticity.  

 

Realising this, politicians are acutely aware that they need to appear as personable and 

as genuine as they can possibly manage. 

 

Arguably the most down-home (or depending on your perspective, phoney) American 

president in living memory was the guy who wore jeans to the White House and told 

Americans to just call him Jimmy.  

 

In the 1980s there was of course Ronald Reagan who some saw as the most genuine 

American legend since Davy Crockett. Others said he was continuing his acting 

career in the Oval Office.  

 

More recently there was the ill-fated Al Gore who was condemned for having 

multiple personalities ranging from wooden to a super competitive high school 

debater. 

 

And then there was the Botoxed “flip-flopper” John Kerry.  

 

Instead of treasuring the brains of Gore and Kerry, Americans were drawn to the 

personality of the flawed Texan George W. Bush whose malapropisms and long 

adolescence were seen as signs that he was a genuine guy.  

 



Obama’s unusual family background (by presidential standards) and his very 

charming and reflective memoirs have also allowed him to tap into this want for a 

truly authentic politician.  

 

The authentic Obama is first outlined in a deeply personal manner in his memoir 

Dreams from my father (1995) and then with much more direct political reference in 

The Audacity of Hope (2006).  

 

In an era of sanitised, often ghost-written biographies, Dreams offers an unusually 

candid self-portrait of a politician before his star has risen.  

 

Despite Obama’s rise to the presidency, there is a dearth of biographies. 

Consequently, these two self-authored books have become the touchstones in analysis 

of Obama and his motives. Common sense would tell us that it is troubling that 

Obama has to date been the greatest authority and source of information on himself. 

Still, Obama’s charisma, freshness, charm and unusual personal biography have led to 

wide acceptance of his personal version.  

 

Obama seems to have ignited in readers, campaign participants and world citizens 

fresh hopes and positive emotions, the like of which they never imagined feeling 

about a politician.  

 

His supposed authenticity and also some of the opposition to him derives significantly 

from how different he is from the average American (or Western) politician: he looks 

different, he sounds different, and his genealogy is so very different. However in 

reality 75% of black people in South have white blood, a point not widely 

acknowledged. 

 

His two books effectively highlight his unusual family background.  

 

In Dreams from My Father, he movingly and candidly chronicles his often lonely and 

restless search for identity during his childhood in Hawaii and Indonesia, as a 

peripatetic university student in Los Angeles and New York, while working as a 



community organiser in one of America’s most disadvantaged urban communities in 

Chicago, and during a lengthy trip to Kenya (searching for who his father was).  

 

The contents of Dreams from My Father provides ample evidence of a politician from 

an unusual background with a cast of characters who include his scholarly and 

charismatic Kenyan father, Indonesian step-father, and anthropologist peacenik 

mother who, in Obama’s own words, taught him ‘to disdain the blend of ignorance 

and arrogance that too often characterized Americans abroad’. Obama also offers 

details of the radical student:  

                         

To avoid being mistaken for a sellout, I chose my friends carefully. The more 

politically active black students. The foreign students. The Chicanos. The 

Marxist professors and structural feminists and punk-rock performance poets 

… we discussed neo-colonialism, Franz Fanon, Eurocentrism, and patriarchy. 

When we ground out our cigarettes in the hallway carpet or set our stereos so 

loud that the walls began to shake, we were resisting society’s stifling 

constraints. 

 

Dreams moves on to document his near monastic life in New York while at Columbia 

University and immediately afterwards: fasting on Sundays, attending socialist 

conferences and African cultural fairs, and reading voraciously. But he does not seem 

the most obvious candidate for a future political career. 

 

Obama’s mother and her values emerge as far more important than his father in 

shaping his personality and concerns. He has written ‘that what is best in me I owe to 

her’, and he is fond of using her words ‘our common humanity’ in his speeches. 

 

The phrase, which featured in his inaugural address, encompasses her empathy and 

secular humanist belief in the worth of every person’s life.  

 

In the most inspiring passages of Dreams from My Father, Obama recalls the 

struggles of ordinary individuals and families in Altgeld (a housing project in 

Chicago) and how he tries to understand these people, empathise with them and make 

a concrete difference in their lives.  



 

Obama’s autobiography is a far more reflective, open and indeed melancholy book 

than many would expect from the pen of a politician and provides hope that Obama is 

indeed different.  

 

Obama’s second book, The Audacity of Hope, derives its title from the sermon 

delivered by Reverend Wright at his Trinity church on Obama’s first visit there. 

Wright was Obama’s long-time pastor before Obama terminated their relationship 

during the 2008 campaign when video tapes emerged showing Wright declaring after 

9/11 ‘Not God bless America, God damn America.’ The Audacity of Hope, a far more 

traditional pre-campaign book, combines biography with long sections of political 

analysis and a few policy proposals.  

 

Obama asserts his difference by presenting the case for a new post-partisan politics 

that is unashamedly progressive, but he avoids demonising Republicans.  

 

Civility, empathy and fairness are his guiding values throughout the book.  

 

Like Obama’s speeches, the book reads crisply and he is mighty convincing, but what 

it all means in practical policy terms is not exactly clear. On one level, Obama seems 

full of new answers to intractable political stalemates; however, given his gift with 

words, maybe all he is really offering is platitudes rather than hard choices.  

 

Or, as Mendell puts it: ‘While talking or writing about deeply controversial subjects, 

he considers all points of view before cautiously giving his often risk-averse 

assessment, an opinion that often appears so universal that people of various 

viewpoints would consider it their own.’  

Now that he is president, this tension between the risk-averse and pragmatic side of 

Obama’s political temperament and his promise of real change is more starkly on 

display, with the potential of disappointing many star-struck supporters. 

 

On the question of race, these books provide plenty of evidence to suggest that, in his 

personal life, Obama has strongly emphasised his black heritage and identity. 



Although Obama’s father was an almost entirely absent physical presence from his 

life, his legend (and skin colour) cast a significant hold on Obama’s life.  

 

At school and university, Obama identified with African-Americans more so than 

whites, despite being raised by his white mother and white grandparents. Describing 

his upbringing, he has said he saw himself as ‘like an orphan’ who was ‘trying to raise 

myself to be a black man in America’.  

 

After finishing his studies, when he chose a calling (more than a career) he was drawn 

towards community organising in the nearly entirely black public housing projects. 

When he chose a church it was the black congregation of Reverend Wright. When he 

chose a wife, it was a black woman (race had been an issue in the break up of at least 

one relationship with a white girlfriend).  

 

POST-RACIAL POLITICIAN 

Obama is clearly proud to be a successful black leader and is mindful of the legacy he 

has inherited; nonetheless, he emphasises racial inequalities and lingering racism far 

less than other prominent black leaders like Jesse Jackson or Al Sharpton. Obama’s 

emphasis of his racially mixed background even led to some commentators referring 

to him as a ‘post-racial leader’.  

 

Looking at the statistics, however, I would claim that those who suggest Obama’s 

election signifies the end of racism in America are being overly-optimistic, as per the 

stats I have on governors etc at the beginning of this lecture. And according to exit 

polls, only ten per cent of the white population of Alabama and eleven per cent in 

Mississippi voted for Obama.  

 

Racial difference is key to Obama’s claims to authenticity.  

 

100 day Assessment: 

 

Remarkably confident and activist. 

 



The times suit Obama – far more opportunity to act and to make mistakes than 

Clinton had in 1993. (Too good a crisis to waste) 

 

His team’s strategy has been good - not to be dragged down by missteps such as the 

failure to appoint certain people to his administration or scandals like the Blagojevich 

affair. Much better start than Clinton in 1993. 

 

Policy Action – Liberal change agent or pragmatist  

 

Bold Domestic Agenda – Right the economy, reform health care, education reform, 

address global warming. 

 

Internationally – Iraq, Afghanistan, Global Financial Crisis management 

 

Public Diplomacy is something I have focused on recently and want to comment on. 

 

• Obama’s releasing of the torture memos,  

• Closing Guantanamo Bay prison,  

• Recording a speech to the Iranian people where he calls them part of a great 

civilisation, 

• Healing tour to Europe where he talked about America being arrogant in the 

past and needing to listen more to Europe 

• Seeming criticism of America’s use of the Atom bombs in WWII, 

• Statements in Turkey that America is not a war with Islam.  

• Clearly aimed to distance this administration from Bush’s policies and 

approach.  

 

Will this make a difference? Perceptions matter is my general view. They lead to 

support or opposition to US-led campaigns. Public opinion could be crucial in years to 

come in Afghanistan. The war against al Qaeda is largely a war of ideas – botching 

this war was one of the great failings of the Bush administration. 

 



100 days in is early days. There is a lot on Obama’s plate. I see the big tests for him in 

leaving a mark as a transformative president as Global Warming and Health Care 

reform. 

 

One year Assessment 

 

Health Care tactics 

Afghanistan 

Public Diplomacy 

 

Health Care tactics 

Why care in Australia about health care? Well if you care about reform on global 

warming, a defeat for Obama on health care would a significant setback to his agenda 

on other issues.  

 

On the details of health care reform Obama in my view wants to help low income 

people and people with prior or emergency conditions to get proper medical 

treatment. The problem is his solutions do little to reduce costs. US spending 16-17% 

of GDP on health care, whereas the Canadians spend about 9% of GDP.  

 

Afghanistan 

Very difficult decisions to make. Obama’s campaign rhetoric of Iraq “bad war”, 

Afghanistan “good war” (which he talked tough on) was possibly necessary during 

the campaign but pushed him to increase troops in Afghanistan earlier this year as 

president. Whether this was a good idea and whether still more troops should be sent 

is a very difficult question Obama currently faces. I personally think clearer goals 

need to set and articulated to the public.  

 

Obama’s dilemmas over Afghanistan reflect a wider problem with his foreign policy 

that is he has a  mix of rhetorical distinction from the Bush administration’s policies, 

greater attempts at multilateralism with little noticeable reward, and thus a great deal 

of continuity on the ground in actual policies particularly in the war on terror.  

 

On Afghanistan: a review of policy is a good thing: 



In the Iraq War, which was a mistake from the outset the situation was made much 

worse by not having a major review of administration policy in late 2003 or 2004 (see 

Rajiv Chandrasekaran’s Imperial Life in the Emerald City for the best overview of the 

post-war period); it took until late 2006 until a strategic review was carried out (after 

Rumsfeld was gone). An earlier review could have reduced the estimated 85,000 Iraqi 

lives lost and the tens of thousands of U.S. casualties. 

Read more: http://swampland.blogs.time.com/2009/10/19/the-afghan-strategy-

review/#ixzz0UiQd18TR 

 

US 70,000 troops in Afghanistan now, doubled since the end of the Bush period. 

Worth remembering that the Bush administration went to war in Afghanistan in 2003 

with about 10 thousand troops.  

 

Iraq 125,000 troops still in Iraq (165,000 during the surge) 

 

Vietnam total number of US troops got to over ½ million troops (540,000) 

 

But Iraq 190,000 are US Contractors (1: 1 ratio with troops; Vietnam war 1 contractor 

to every 5 troops 

 

Public Diplomacy 

Good speech in Cairo, rightly sees the lack of Palestinian state as massive point of 

frustration with the US. Wants a Palestinian state soon… 

Pew Poll, see below: 

 

Question: Do you have an unfavourable or favourable attitude towards the United 

States? 

 

Global attitudes toward the United States (% unfavorable) 

 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Britain 16 40 34 38 33 42 47 31 

France 34 67 62 57 60 60 58 25 

Germany 35 71 59 54 60 66 69 36 



Spain - 74 - 50 73 60 67 42 

Poland 11 - - 23 - 31 32 33 

Russia 33 68 44 40 47 48 54 56 

Turkey 55 84 63 67 76 83 88 86 

Pakistan 69 81 61 60 56 68 81 84 

Jordan 75 99 93 80 85 78 81 75 

Source: Pew Research Center for the People and the Press 2007 and 2008 

 

Popularity surprisingly low.  

 

Compare to other presidents at this stage in the cycle (1st year) 

 

Do elections matter far less than is often presumed? 

 

The case for structures: 

 

ECONOMY: 

Global financial crisis. 

http://crisisofcredit.com/ 

Finance and Wall Street seen as untouchable engines of American capitalism. 

 

Cautionary tales in popular culture: novels and memoirs.  

Bonfires of the Vanities (Tom Wolfe)  

Liars Poker and The Big Short (Michael Lewis)  

 

From this confluence of campaign finance, personal connections, and ideology 

there flowed, in just the past decade, a river of deregulatory policies that is, in 

hindsight, astonishing:  

• insistence on free movement of capital across borders;  



• the repeal of Depression-era regulations separating commercial and 

investment banking;  

• a congressional ban on the regulation of credit-default swaps;  

• major increases in the amount of leverage allowed to investment banks;  

• a light (dare I say invisible?) hand at the Securities and Exchange 

Commission in its regulatory enforcement;  

• an international agreement to allow banks to measure their own riskiness;  

• and an intentional failure to update regulations so as to keep up with the 

tremendous pace of financial innovation.  

The mood that accompanied these measures in Washington seemed to swing 

between nonchalance and outright celebration: finance unleashed, it was 

thought, would continue to propel the economy to greater heights.” From: 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/05/the-quiet-

coup/307364/?single_page=true 

 

Subprime Story: http://crisisofcredit.com/ 

-Housing Loans to people that could not afford loans (cheap credit and banks 

looking for higher returns) 

- Collateralized debt obligations (CDOs) CDOs to make more money (Bundles 

of loans sold on to other banks and institutions) 

- Credit Default Swaps (CDS) – insurance of CDOs. Huge market – bigger 

than stock market in 2008 

(http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2008/09/26/the-monster-that-ate-

wall-street.html 



- Massive trade in CDSs because lenders thought that the subprime bundles 

were totally safe (like selling your house insurance policy, in bushfire season 

as it turned out).  

-The ones issuing the policies were insurance companies like AIG. Company 

worth 2 billion dollars in 2008; given $170 billion to pay off its debts but the 

US federal government. Same year paid $454 million in bonuses.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/19/opinion/19dowd.html (corporate trip) 

AIG saved to save the banking and insurance system???? Bear Sterns and 

Lehmann Brothers (major merchant banks disappeared) 

TOO BIG TO FAIL?: http://www.thenation.com/article/153929/aig-bailout-

scandal 

Goldman Sachs famous investment bank. In 2008-9 its stocks lost ½ of their 

value however in 2009 it paid out $10 billion US in bonuses (a time when it 

received $8.5 billion from US federal government in bailout money).  

The average employee working in the financial sector in the US is earning 4 

times more than workers in other corporate sectors.  

Finance has become a crucial (although poorly understood) area of the 

American economy. In 1986 19% of overall corporate profits in the financial 

sector in 2008 41%.  

The top end wages are incredible. The highest paid executive in America 

today is John Hammergren who is the CEO of McKesson. His salary is $131 

million per year.  

The investment group Fortress paid out a 156 pound bonus to an 

employee – Adam Levinson. Is this figure right? 

In 1965 the average Americans CEOs salary was 20 times higher than the 

average worker’s 



In 1979 20 times higher 

1995 112 times higher 

2000 383 times higher 

2012 231 times higher  

The age of the super rich. In 2001 the marginal tax rate for people earning 

over $388,351 per year cut from 39.6% to 35% in 2001 by President Bush.    

Clinton and Democrats raised this rate from 31-39.6% in 1993. This helped 

bring the US budget into surplus. Bush tax cuts and war led to massive deficit.  

 If debt is freedom that is what Americans have lots of. Obama and Romney 

both promise freedom from debt.  

Romney and Bain: http://readersupportednews.org/opinion2/277-75/13180-

focus-romney-and-bain-the-true-story 

KB Toys – story.... 

Obama and Bush (debt chart): http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/fact-

checker/post/is-obama-responsible-for-a-5-trillion-increase-in-the-

debt/2012/05/15/gIQACA0QSU_blog.html 

GROWTH 

 

UNEMPLOYMENT.... 

 

Health policy: Coverage and Cost. 

 

Best and Worst in OECD 

 

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/factbook-2011-en/12/03/03/12-03-03-

g1.html?contentType=/ns/StatisticalPublication,/ns/Chapter&itemId=/content/chapter/



factbook-2011-112-en&containerItemId=/content/book/factbook-2011-

en&accessItemIds=&mimeType=text/html 

 

http://www.oecd.org/els/healthpoliciesanddata/oecdhealthdata2012-

frequentlyrequesteddata.htm 

 

Great graph: Costs to live expectancy: 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/toddhixon/2012/03/01/why-are-u-s-health-care-costs-so-

high/ 

 

Employment by sector 

 

http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_201.htm 

 

Us Health Policy 

2010 healthcare as percentage of GDP: 

US – 17.6% of GDP; UK – 9%; Australia – 9.1%; Canada – 11.4% 

 

2010 healthcare annual cost per capita: In US Dollars 

USA - $8,233; UK – 3,433; Australia - $3,670 (2009) GOT THIS FIGURE WRONG 

IN THE LECTURE! 

 

Growth rate of slowed since 2010 when Obamacare inacted 

 

Lowest % of developed nations, percentage of public expenditure 2010: 

USA – 48.2%; UK – 83.2%; Australia 68.5%; Canada 71.1% 

 

2010 pharmaceutical spending per capita: 

USA - $983; UK - $369.40; Australia - $540.90 (2009); Canada - $740.70 

 

Less doctors and less visits per 1000 population than most OECD nations 

 

Lots of high tech equipment – MRI/CT scanners etc and greater use of tech equipment 

 



Life expectancy 2 years less than UK/Canada/Australia 

Alcohol and cigarette consumption less than OECD average 

Obesity: 34% of adult population compared to 25% in Australia 

expenses 

 

Highest salary in America today $150 million paid to the CEO of Mckesson Drug 

distributor 

Insured: more treatment, more high quality (very expensive) 

 

Costs: Costs of doctors 5 times higher in the US than peer countries 

 

- Overuse of specialists (lack of GPs) 

- Defensive medical practice 

- Overservicing 

- Results based model – insurance culture 

- Expensive and overused drugs 

- Extensive use of CAT and MRI scans 

- Higher admin (duplication/records transfer) Single payer much better here 

- Hospitals overstaffed/overpaid 

- For-profit medicine clinics 

- Ageing population (Medicare) (Medicaid) 

- Employee insurance schemes (Gold Plans) 

 

Ryan plan – vouchers for elderly. More self-responsibility 

 

Need more government involvement and regulation 

 

 Health policy in US a failure but in a culture where capitalism/markets are 

king, it is easy to demonise “socialised” medicine even is that is the best solution 

 

US decline – capitalism in medicine linked.  

 

Conventions 

Real problems: solutions tinker at the edges OR make things worse … 



 

Economy –  Republican – struggle street – small business 

  Democrats – manufacturing/construction jobs 

Finance/service/retail ignored 

 

2015 Obama 

 
Libya/ Syria/Russia 
Iraq withdrawl – ISIS??? 
Iran? 
Race – Gates, Travon Martin, Ferguson, Baltimore. 
Inequality – lot of talk – minimum wage, tax relief 
Debt – cliffs 
Sequester  
Growth/Job – inequality and squeeze of middle class Reganomics, Globalisation, lack of social 
democratic policies on income, education, child care, ….– bad – TPP.  
Environment – Copenhagen to Chinese Agree pre-Paris.  
Immigration -  
Gay marriage – Society – Presidents – COURTS?? CHANGING! 
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