
0bama too smart, too black for declining America
T) arack Obama has to be one of
K the smartes! eloquent, calm

L, and cool and psychotogically
well-balanced (thinkof Bill CIin-
tory George W. Bush or Richard
Nixon) American presidents of
modern times.
He's also one of the toughest

althoughhe neither sounds it nor
looks it. Shrewdly, and surprisingly
candidly, an aide has recentlyde-
scribedhim as "the mostunsenti-
mental man I've ever met." Ruth-
lessness comes easilyto Obama
thafs to say, which iswhat ittook
for him to beat a presidential nom-
ination rival as tough as Hillary
Clinton.
And yet his popularity is dragging

down toward 40 per cent and by all
the omenshis Democrats are
about to get trounced in the No-
vember congressional elections.

Obama does have some serious
problems. He'sblack

Unquefionably, a lot ofAmer-
icans hate their national leader
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being blac[ and, worse yet, a black
who is the smartest man around.
If s a variant, incomparably uglier,
of the widespread loathing of John
E Kennedyfor makingpeople feel
bad by being so handsome and
sophisticated, sort of a presidential
ClarkGable.
Thenthere's the economy. The

Iackofjobs is serious andperhaps
even more so is the widespread
insecurity among those who do
have jobs. A double-dip recession is
a real prospect.
Yetthe futh - admittedlya

near-irrelevancy in politics - is
that Obama headed offa near-
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depression caused by Bush and
corporate greed and arrogance and
stupidity, and by his stimulus pack-
age brought the economy back at
least to consciousness.

Included inthis was financial
regulatoryreform and reform of
the auto companies (ifs working
unexpectedly well). Also health-
care refornr

Now he's attempting a second
stimulus package. Ifs been blocked
bythe Republicans,who are in-
sisting that planned tax cuts be
extendedto the wealthy (incomes
above $25O0OO) as well as to the
middleclass.
Thisblocka$e of a second stimu-

Ius is beingcheered onbythe pop-
ulist Tea Party movement. Go
figure that otherthanthat many
Tea Partiers undoubtedly can't
standthe fact that he's black

This is the point. Obama's prob-
lem, which indeed is sizeable,
doesn't reside in himself, although
he needs to learn the art of faking

sincerity that Clinton, with his "I
feelyourpain" pitch. was so good
at. Obama's problem resides in
America. If s become a near-dys-
fi.urctional society.

The Tea Party, which is a genuine
grassroots movemenf confirms it.
It stands for "freedom." No more
big government. No more med-
dling in people's lives. But instead
Sarah Palin.
That a sizeable number of people

should want Palin for president is
irrefutable evidence their society
has gone dysfrmctional. She's a
third-rater, except in demagoguery
(and in faking sinceriry). Paris
Hiltonwotrld do the job aswell,
probablybetter.
Why should this be so? My guess

is that Tea Parby members and a lot
of others, includingthat Florida
evangelical minister who wanted
to burn the Qu/an, even though it
would have put a lot ofAmerican
soldiers at risk, have actuallygot
onto something important.

That something is that the U.S.
todayis clearlyin decline. This
shouldn't be exaggerated. Amer-
icans have an astoundingcapacrty
for resilience. Once there was
humiliation inVietnam. Once a]l
the experts were sayrng Japan was
about to become No. I Both are
nowhistory.

The U.S. will always be powerfi.rl
andwealthy. But itwill never again :
bestride the world like a colossus
towering above all others. It will be,
rather, a big guy in a crowd.
America's conceit of "exception-

alism," or of beingbetterthan
anyone else and frrndamentally
different from all other societies
and countries, can no longer be
sustained. Ifs extrausted its quot4
averylarge one indee4 ofbright,
confident mornings.

Obama's problemthus is stark
and simple: He's the rightguyat
thewrongtime.
Richard Gwyn's column appears every
other Friday, gwynr@sympatico.ca


