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President Obama begins his last term in office at the head of a nation marked by 
ideological partisanship with a citizenry that has expressed radically different 
interpretations not only about the so-called direction of the nation but also about the 
very purpose of the nation, back to its most fundamental and Constitutional roots. 
The culture of American politics since the days of Ronald Reagan has only become 
more divisive and factional, with displays that would supply ready validity to the 
warnings offered by James Madison in the Federalist Number 10. What does this mean 
for the next four years under a second Obama administration?  

This is a particularly important question given the electoral status quo in both chambers 
of Congress following the election. Although most observers expected some shift in the 
balance of political power in Washington from what has existed over the last four years, 
the November 6 results did not provide that possibility. Although the Republicans 
suffered some losses in the House of Representatives, they maintained control still 
buoyed in part by the Tea-Party-fueled wins from the 2010 cycle. The Republicans also 
failed to gain seats in the Senate, thus remaining in the minority in that Chamber. 

In the face of this electoral status quo, this article will offer two alternative and probable 
scenarios that may help predict the presidential-congressional relationship that will 
materialize over the next presidential term. This dynamic can best be illustrated in the 
immediate through an examination of the current negotiations over the ‘fiscal cliff’. 
Scenario A will be one in which the status quo of the last four years remains the same. 
During the run up to, and during his very first month of, the new term the President will 
attempt to pursue a series of policy options such as proposals to address the deficit, 
debt and funding crisis called by both the press and politicians, the ‘fiscal cliff’. In the 
process of addressing these issues the Republican-controlled House of Representatives 
and their filibuster-prone party members in the Senate will adopt the same postures of 
obstructionism that marked their relationship with their Democratic counterparts as 
well as with the White House over the last two years. I will also attempt to explore some 
of the possible repercussions for both the President and Congress should this scenario 
become a reality.  

As an alternative to this gridlock scenario, Scenario B offers a view in which there is a 
greater, even if less than unanimous, era of bipartisanship between the two parties 
where the most radical demands will need to be abandoned in favor of more moderate 
and popular measures. It must, however, be noted that this article is more interested in 
the likelihood that either scenario be adopted than with the form that adoption may 
take. The aim of this article is to provide an interpretation of the President’s and 



Congress’ ability to deal with the ‘fiscal cliff’ and how this interaction can be interpreted 
over the longer term as an example of future negotiations for the President. 

A fortuitous alignment in December 2012 and January 2013 marks not only the 
legislative deadline placed upon the resolution to the ‘fiscal cliff’ but also the beginning 
of a new presidential term. The postures and compromises adopted in this first 
interaction between the President and the Congressional Republicans may predict the 
pace for the remainder of Obama’s term as well as the political fortunes of those 
members of Congress in opposition to the compromises. The issues at stake speak to 
the core ideologies of both parties. Republicans have been emphatic in their belief that 
lower taxation policies translate directly into gains in the economy across all income 
spectrums. Democrats have similarly claimed, although they have been less vigilant in 
standing up for this principle, that a strong democracy is tied to a fairer taxation burden 
best exemplified by a graduated taxation scheme in which the greatest burden is placed 
on those at the highest income levels. The following two sections will examine in detail 
both scenarios and the possible outcomes for both the President and Congress based 
upon the contemporary political climate. 

Scenario A: status quo 

Scenario A constitutes a status quo in the critical relationship between Democratic 
President Barrack Obama and the Republican-led House and their minority members in 
the Senate. In their quest to avoid any revenue increases tied to any increase in tax 
rates, Congressional Republicans will remain resistant to any negotiations that fall short 
of their total demands. This style of obstructionism, often followed by cries of a lack of 
bipartisanship from the very same Republicans, has helped contribute to and likely 
would prolong the decline in public approval for Congress, specifically for its Republican 
members.  

Scenario A would not only likely be characterized by obstruction of Democratic 
initiatives, it would also in keeping with the events of the last four years, include a 
recipe for the advancement of Conservative-Republican-Tea Party fiscal goals. The vast 
majority of citizens have reported in recent polls that the wealthiest Americans should 
be paying more in taxes. A July 2012 Pew Research poll found that a 2:1 majority among 
Americans support a higher tax on those in the top tax brackets while leaving cherished 
programs such as Medicare and Medicaid alone. Both programs would face substantial 
reorganization under current Republican budget plans offered by former Vice-
Presidential candidate Representative Paul Ryan. Interestingly, this same study found 
that similar percentages also believed that a progressive tax scheme is fundamentally 
‘more fair’1, implying that the current tax arrangement, as well as Republican plans to 
perpetuate it, are viewed as ‘less fair’ among the electorate. Presumably such attitudes 
among the public would be easy for politicians to gauge in any debate regarding the 
‘fiscal cliff’ and would help provide these same politicians with guidance regarding the 
overall mood of the nation. However, such presumptions do not always translate into 



political realities and so may not play a decisive role in determining the Republicans’ 
actions. While public opinion alone is not sufficient incentive for Republicans to 
abandon the status quo in their relationship with the President, it needs to be noted 
that on November 6 the electorate refused to reelect some of the most conservative 
members of the 2010 Tea Party faction.2 

In order to better assess the likelihood of Scenario A coming to pass, it bears noting that 
this scenario relies upon congressional Republican obstruction in addition to their 
clinging to their taxation policy. From the standpoint of President Obama, the sine qua 
non of this scenario rests upon the actions of the Republicans and not on those of the 
President or the Democratic-led Senate. The President can gain no political capital for 
future legislative negotiations by cooperating with the radically right-leaning House in 
compromises over core positions. Neither will such compromises burnish his 
presidential legacy. A November 19 Gallup poll found that 65% of Americans thought 
that the President would make a ‘sincere effort’ to work with Republicans in Congress to 
resolve the ‘fiscal cliff’. Only 48% of respondents thought that Congressional 
Republicans would make such an effort to work for a bipartisan solution.3 Therefore the 
President enters the discussion with a wide margin of public support regardless of his 
eventual negotiating position. Ironically, the President may be therefore less inclined to 
make any grand concessions whereas the Republicans are already viewed with less favor 
and are not expected to change direction. This situation increases the pressure on 
Republicans to avoid a Scenario A option as it will not only make them look worse in the 
estimation of the electorate but will also act to bolster Obama’s image.  

Scenario A is still probable, if for no reason other than that it is the course that the 
President and the congressional Republicans are currently embarked on. What makes 
Scenario A perhaps less likely to persist rests increasingly on the shift that sees large-
ticket negotiations such as those over the ‘fiscal cliff’ being guided more by party 
leaders such as House Speaker John Boehner, with less Tea-Party influence. The 
Speaker, instead of acting as herald for a radically charged Republican caucus, has 
recently been adopting a more conciliatory tone in negotiations with the President as 
well as a stronger leadership role within his own party. National Public Radio columnist 
David Welna noted in his November 17 article, ‘Solving Fiscal Cliff Math Might Come 
Down To Two’, that while the President has not changed his tone since the last 
negotiations on this issue, the Speaker has become less dogmatic in his refusal to 
consider alternative means of funding the government. After a November 16 meeting 
Boehner remarked: “To show our seriousness, we’ve put revenue on the table, as long 
as it’s accompanied by significant spending cuts.”4 

The public pressures on the President and Congress, especially the Republican Party, to 
find an acceptable resolution to the ‘fiscal cliff’ are compounded by the political realities 
of inaction. The ‘fiscal cliff’ describes the January 2013 alignment of the expiration of 
the ‘Bush Tax Cuts’ on all income levels as well as the activation of the sequestration 
provisions of the Budget Control Act of 2010. Although the Congressional Budget Office 



had previously reported that such a possibility would lead to long-term growth for the 
economy, in the short term these two events would lead to a recession over the 2013 
fiscal year. Given that both parties have been loudly lamenting the ramifications of 
sequestration and that the passage of the Budget Control Act of 2010 followed an 
impasse over budgetary compromise, the political consequences could be fatal to the 
Republicans, an out-of-power party increasingly perceived as obstructionist.  

It has already been established that the public strongly supports higher taxes on top 
earners and there is no disagreement between the parties over the maintenance of tax 
relief for the middle and lower classes. Therefore, the only point of contention with 
regard to the ‘Bush Tax Cuts’ is whether to retain these rates for top earners, but given 
the opinion data cited above, this may not be a defendable position for House 
Republicans. In order for the Republicans to maintain these cuts on top earners they 
would need to abandon Scenario A and the status quo in favor of negotiation with the 
President or suffer the fallout for being viewed as risking the economic well-being of the 
middle and lower classes in favor of tax benefits for the wealthiest Americans. 

This sea change away from the presidential-congressional relationship as it has existed 
over the last four years is perhaps attributable to the ready acceptance of the political 
realities that have seen approval rates for Congress fall to a record low of 21% in pre-
election polling,5 while post-election studies indicate a rise in in the approval rates for 
the President and the Democratic Party in general.6 These public perceptions about the 
two parties are perhaps consequences of the Republican adoption of Scenario A over 
the course of President Obama’s first term and clear signs that such a scenario will 
continue to be a political loser for the Republicans.  

Scenario B: moving forward 

President Obama has been identified more with prior progressive presidents than any 
other president in nearly fifty years. Early in his first term he was likened to Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, carried into office on a wave of popular support for a progressive 
agenda. This popular support was seen as a repudiation of the ideology of the now 
seldom-mentioned and largely dead neo-conservative movement and the military and 
financial ruin it had wreaked upon the United States. Some, even in the President’s own 
circle, have dared to call Obama a Lincolnesque figure, a pragmatic manager overseeing 
a divisive nation. More recently some admirers have shifted the Roosevelt comparison 
from FDR to Teddy Roosevelt. The President himself invoked that Progressive Party 
candidate in a speech on economic fairness.7 

Given the last four years of near government shutdown in Washington, there is not 
merely a hope that a departure from the status quo is politically possible but an 
expectation that no political party will use the economy and national credit rating as a 
tool in a macro-game of chicken. Recent polling by Gallup placed a positive resolution to 
the ‘fiscal cliff’ as ‘very important’ or ‘extremely important’ to roughly 82% of 
Americans.8 Across party lines there is an enormous expectation among the voting 



public that none of the brinkmanship that played out in the summer of 2010 over 
budget issues will reappear in these negotiations. Therefore along with the 
aforementioned positive favorability ratings for the President and his party and the 
negative ratings of Republicans, as well as the widely held perception that places 
responsibility for the 2010 events specifically on the Republican-controlled House, there 
is a strong possibility that a consensus will be reached on this issue. 

Even in Conservative circles the core policies of the Republican Party are being called 
into question. Conservative television personality and pundit Ben Stein recently 
lambasted Fox News correspondent Greg Gutfeld for defending the maintenance of the 
Bush era tax cuts for all income brackets: “We have a lot of rich people in this country, 
they have an awful lot of money, and they’re not taxed enough.” Although both host 
and guest agreed that Federal spending accounts for some portion of the deficit 
problem, Gutfeld seemed to be apologizing for the Republican tax ideology. Stein then 
challenged him with, “What do you care if they raise taxes on some rich person?”9  

Another recent development that makes Scenario B more likely concerns the stunning 
hiccup in the otherwise untarnished career of Washington lobbyist Grover Norquist who 
for the first time faces publicly stated opposition to the once-vaunted ‘Taxpayer 
Protection Pledge’ whose signatories agree to oppose all tax increases, that he imposes 
upon newly elected Republicans. In the November 20 edition of the New York Times, 
Jeremy Peters reports: “Some top Republicans, including Speaker John A. Boehner, are 
saying they now agree with Democrats that the government must collect more tax 
revenue. Others have gone so far as to break with Mr. Norquist publicly.”10 Norquist has 
even had to make media appearances in an attempt to minimize the impact of this 
rebellious activity among the GOP members.11 Certainly such changes in the political 
winds bode well for the eventual adoption of Scenario B, as the Republicans are not only 
privately reevaluating their positions, but even ideological holy cows such as Grover 
Norquist and his ‘Pledge’ are for the first time facing skepticism from those who had 
previously bowed to his demands. 

Should Scenario B in some form be adopted by both parties, the result may prove to be 
a huge political win for the already popular President and make future negotiations with 
the Republican leadership over the remainder of his term easier. The Republicans in the 
House and the Senate are enjoying the fruit from the previous presidential term that 
was more devoted to trying to make Obama look bad in the eyes of the electorate than 
to improving their own image. Despite brave talk in the immediate wake of the 
November 6 election that saw an already hurting Republican Party lose even more 
national standing, recent admissions by both Republican politicians as well as the party 
apparatus that supports them have confirmed that a significant change is required if the 
Grand Old Party wishes to remain relevant. All of these factors, taken collectively, 
portend a more positive future for the final Obama term in office. 



Conclusion 

Despite the Republican Party’s hopes to defeat President Obama, the incumbent was 
returned to office with not only a significant portion of the electoral vote, but a plurality 
of the popular vote as well. Both are indicators that not only are the President and the 
Democrats viewed with more favor among the electorate in general, but that the recent 
conduct of the Republicans has been deemed less than acceptable. This new political 
environment outlined above is what ushers both the President and the Republican-led 
House into these crucial budget negotiations, as well as the new presidential term.  

More important than the specific results of these negotiations will be what the stances 
adopted say about the future relations between the President and the Republicans. It is 
felt that while there are still hardliners within the Republican caucus who feel that their 
recent political setbacks have been due to a lack of dogmatism, more pragmatic 
members of the GOP leadership have reluctantly concluded that some cooperation with 
the opposition may be inevitable.  
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