Obama Can Win by Losing

(Published in The Washington Post, October 27, 2006)

Charles Krauthammer
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When just a week ago Barack
Obama showed a bit of ankle and
declared the mere possibility of his
running for the presidency, the chat-
tering classes swooned. Now that
every columnist in the country has
given him advice, here's mine: He
should run in '08. He will lose in '08.
And the loss will put him irrevoca-
bly on a path to the presidency.

Obama's political challenge is to
turn his current fame and sizzle,
which will undoubtedly dissipate,
into something concrete. In physics,
it's the problem of converting ki-
netic energy into potential energy:
Use the rocket fuel behind his cur-
rent popularity to propel him to a
higher national plane from which he
would eventually move almost lat-
erally to the presidency.
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The reasons for running are clear.
First, at a time of ideological weari-
ness, he has the persona: an affect-
ing personal history, fine intelli-
gence, remarkable articulateness
and refreshing charm.

Second, this is a uniquely open race.
Not since 1952 has there been a
presidential election with no incum-
bent president or vice president
running. Right now, there is no seri-
ous challenger to Hillary Clinton for
the Democratic nomination. The
Democrats' quadrennial great white
hope -- the young attractive South-
ern governor in the mode of Jimmy
Carter and Bill Clinton -- was going
to be Mark Warner, former gover-
nor of Virginia. Warner has bowed
out.

Third, the country hungers for a
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black president. Not all the country,
but enough that, on balance, race
would be an asset. It is no accident
that when, a decade ago, another
attractive, articulate African-
American with no experience in
electoral office went on a book tour,
he was met not just with rock star
adulation but with a loud national
chorus urging him to run for the
presidency.

The object of affection then was Co-
lin Powell. Today it is Obama. Race
is only one element in their popular-
ity, but an important one. A historic
one. Like many Americans, I long to
see an African-American ascend to
the presidency. It would be an event
of profound significance, a great
milestone in the unfolding story of
African-Americans achieving their
rightful, long-delayed place in
American life.

Of course there is racism in Amer-
ica. Call me naive, but I believe that
just as Joe Lieberman was a net posi-
tive for the Democrats in 2000 -- mo-
re people were attracted to him as a
man of faith than were turned away
because of anti-Semitism -- there are
more Americans who would take
special pride in a black president
than are those who would reject one
because of racism.

These are strong reasons for Obama
to run. Nonetheless, he will not win.
The reason is 9/11. The country will
simply not elect a novice in war-
time.

During our last great war, the Cold

War, no foreign policy novice won
the presidency, except for Carter in
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the anomalous Watergate election of
1976. The only foreign policy nov-
ices elected in the last half-century --
Bill Clinton and George W. Bush --
won the presidency during our
holiday from history between the
fall of the Soviet Union and 9/11.

In any circumstance, it is fairly au-
dacious for any freshman senator to
even think of the presidency. When
freshman Sen. John F. Kennedy be-
gan his preparation for 1956, he was
really seeking the vice presidency.
And, unlike Obama, he had already
served three terms in the House,
which in turn had followed a cele-
brated military tour in the Pacific in
World War IL

In 1956, Kennedy was preparing for
a serious presidential run in 1960.
Obama should be thinking ahead as
well -- using '08 to cure his problem
of inexperience. Run for the Democ-
ratic nomination and lose. He only
has to do reasonably well in the
primaries to become such a compel-
ling national figure as to be invited
onto the ticket as vice presidential
nominee. If John Edwards, the run-
ner-up in '04 did well enough to be
made running mate, a moderately
successful Obama would be the na-
tural choice for '08.

Then, if the Democrats win, he will
have all the foreign policy creden-
tials he needs for life. Even if the
ticket loses, assuming he acquits
himself reasonably well, he imme-
diately becomes the presumptive
front-runner in the next presidential
cycle. And if by some miracle he hits
the lottery and wins in '08, well,
then it is win-win-win.
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He's a young man with a future. But now. And lose. And win by losing.
the future recedes. He needs to run
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