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What does the battle to enact healthcare reform signify about the state of politics in 
Obama’s America? 

 

 

     When the United States’ President Barack Obama signed the proposal for a reformed US 
healthcare bill on March 23 2010, the new legislation marked a significant victory in the 
Democrat’s camp.  
 
     Following a year-long debate with right-wing political forces consisting of Republicans 
and moderate Democrats over domestic policy, this short-term success followed a lack of 
considerable progressive action. The $938 billion ten-year plan to extent health insurance 
coverage to approximately 95% of eligible citizens was not drafted without incurring intense 
opposition. The ‘battle to enact healthcare reform’ and subsequent fallout from its eventual 
passing is one example of Obama’s progressive ‘Yes We Can’ ideology struggling to 
effectively manifest itself in a reality where presidential authority is disrupted by bipartisan 
political conflict.  
 
     These clashes are most notably found between politicians in the House and the Senate 
who, in light of recent domestic and international economic crisis, have become more 
defensive and outspoken in their approach to politics. The controversial social policy of 
healthcare reform combines with criticism of the Obama administration’s actions in other 
fields of social politics, including climate change and the mixed reception of progressivism 
by the public. A progressive approach towards politics in “Obama’s America” is obstructed 
by intensified conservative opposition with traditional self-serving ideals  catalysed by the 
recent economic recession. The socio-economic backdrop, against which this reform 
proposal has taken place, dispels the prospect of any significant bipartisan agreement 
between Democrats and Republicans over this healthcare reform proposal. 
 
     The reform’s attempt to provide health insurance to an additional 32 million Americans 
makes it the greatest single case of federal social provision since Lyndon Johnson’s 
ratification of Medicare and Medicaid as part of his ‘Great Society’ in the 1960s. Under 
Johnson, the government demonstrated some element of unity, with nearly half the House 
Republicans supporting these bills during a period of economic turbulence fuelled by the 
Vietnam War. 
 
     In modern politics however, a more ardent ethically-motivated gulf between parties saw 
Obama’s healthcare reform passed with only a narrow majority of 219-212 in the House of 
Representatives. This result came without the support of a single Republican after a year of 
fervid debate; the first time in the United States’ modern history. An additional 34 
Democratic members rejected the reform proposition as well. These differences have been 
built upon the core ideals of liberalism and conservatism. Left-wing politicians have argued 
the necessity of immediate government involvement and the need to make difficult 
decisions during a period of American vulnerability. The right-wing have continued to 
preach the need for a market-driven economy, citing the government’s vulnerability to debt 
and the need to tax should the “costly” reform be enacted. 
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     Meanwhile, the government remains burdened by a record federal budget deficit of $1.4 
trillion that is only growing. From these arguments, one can identify the economy’s 
prominent role in accentuating the time-honoured conflict between avant-garde and 
orthodox political forces, as the nation decides on the most effective economic recovery 
method following recession. 

     The battle for healthcare reform reflects a reluctance among some politicians to 
modernise their ambition. This verified by similar disagreements impeding radical reform 
policy on the subject of climate change. Democrats’ attempts to introduce progressive 
climate change regulations before losing congressional seats in the mid-term elections 
stalled at the Senate where they are poised to be shot down for the undue expense and 
damage to economic productivity they might cause. Republicans have established their own 
attempts to block climate change legislation. House Minority Leader John Boehner opposed 
reform proposals in financial terms by counter-arguing that pollution cuts and other 
changes would create rising energy prices for American families. Soaring utility bills, he 
argued, would stunt the nation’s economic recovery process. Republican Senator, Lisa 
Murkowski, also argued radical climate change legislation would empower the 
Environmental Protection Agency; incurring substantial unrelated expenses in the process. 
These arguments, much like Republican opposition to healthcare reform, can be cited as 
foundation principles of conservatism; less government spending and smaller federal 
governments respectively.  
 
     Ideological differences relating over government spending illustrate the scale of division 
in modern politics, impeding any significant tangible progress. During previous, prominent 
periods of economic downturn, like the Great Depression, the presidency under the likes of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s had been more centralised. The follow-on effects of political scandals 
including Watergate has blemished the authority of the U.S. presidency and, subsequently, 
deferred more authority to the stagnant mire that is a bipartisan US Congress. 

     The Democrats’ progressive approach to politics embraces an element of risk in a 
turbulent economic period, responsible for increased opposition in the House of 
Representatives, the Senate, and a mixed reception from the American public. With 
moderate Democrats rejecting proposals deemed too ineffective to justify their expense, it 
seems the public’s opinion has become even more influential in dictating federal official’s 
political direction than it has been under Obama’s predecessors. Retaining seats has 
become crucial leverage. This notion is most palpably captured by the mid-term 
congressional elections in November and their role in preventing politicians from 
committing to a perceived ‘radical’ social policies. 
 
     In the aftermath of the healthcare reform debate, the rise of the political protest 
movement The Tea Party and release of unconvincing data regarding Obama’s healthcare 
plan across Rasmussen, CNN and Pew research polls have created a more tumultuous 
reaction the healthcare reform. The ripple effect of this opposition, both in and out of 
federal government, has seen climate change legislation has been postponed until the 
Democrat’s are certain of retaining a Democrat majority in the Senate. The public’s mixed 
reception towards progressive reform can be attributed to the Republicans’ 
supplementation of the public’s fear. Republican media outlets have suggested government 
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spending will induce a greater person expense on the American people through stabilising, 
debt-tackling tax rates. As a consequence, the passing of active, liberal legislation intended 
to counter the nation’s economics recession has paralysed; eliciting further criticism from 
conservatives and moderates Democratic moderates alike. The Obama administration’s 
efforts to appease the American population have suffered as rising unemployment and a 
domestic banking crisis further demoralise citizens and their reception to ‘experimental’ 
politics. 

     The combination of potentially excessive Democratic progressivism and the Republican 
exploitation of America’s economic frailty, through healthcare; climate and general public 
spending debates, has created an environment where “Obama’s America” is in deadlock. 
Ideological differences exacerbated by America’s recent economic crisis will prevent 
significant public policy progress until a resolve between the bipartisan parties is met. 


