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ABSTRACT

A Study of Welfare Politics on Health Insurance
Reform of the Obama Administration

This study aimed to analyze political process of major actors in health
insurance reform of the Obama administration and determinants of the
reformations using ‘Cultural Theory’ for theoretical analysis. According to
cultural theory by A. Wildavsky, a person judges values based on his cultural
bias, and the principles that justify his choice is the culture he is in.

The cultural theory suggests 4 cultural types based on mutual relations of
grid and group: individualism, equalitarianism, sectionalism and fatalism. With
the theory, the United States is classified as the individualism type. Countries
where individualism culture is dominant, a political belief saying that
competitive political system is the best by James Madison and an economic
belief saying social relations should be based on free trades, deals and
exchanges by Adam Smith are supported. Therefore, the society emphasizes
the view saying the balance is made by ‘invisible hands’, and the most
preferred ideologies are ‘small government, ‘market principles’, and
‘competition and efficiency’.

The health security system of the United States is lead by private
organizations and supplemented by public organizations. Most of health
insurances are in social welfare forms provided by employer to employees,
and they are mostly based on employment. Public health insurances are
limitedly operated by Medicare and Medicaid.

Health insurance systems of different countries are established with their

unique historic backgrounds, political compromises and national agreements. In
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the United States, it was established with basic respects for individual
freedom and competitive structures in the market economy system. Only a
small part that are not taken care of by the market functions allow the
intervention of the government. However, the society of the United States
started to face various domestic and international problems caused by
inefficiency of the its health insurance system, the citizens started to be
interested in its reformation.

The biggest problem of their health insurance system is that they are
paying the biggest medical bill in the world, but the citizens are receiving
comparatively too low medical benefits. General reasons for the increase of
medical bills are technical progress, increase of population and aging
population. However, in case of the United States, it was because the
government failed to intervene the managed care based on private
organizations which is the cause of the problem. In the past, the United
States formed a strong medical interest cartel connecting private insurance
companies, large hospitals, medical doctors society and pharmaceutic
companies. As the result, the medical market became distorted and burdens
on citizens increased with the explosion of medical bills and deterioration of
quality.

Meanwhile, the Obama administration who made a presidential election
pledge of health insurance reform promoted the reformation in order to solve
international problem of the crash of its status as a superpower and domestic
problems such as rapid increase of persons without health insurances, high
medical bills and low competitive power of medical services. President Obama
emphasized that the health insurance reform is the key to recovery of
economy of the United States. The basic goals of health insurance reform is
to make affordable, accessible health coverage for all.

The major actors for the health insurance reform in political process can be

collected as the Democratic Party and the Republicans. With cultural theory

_ix_
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views, the Democratic Party prefers universal welfare politics based on
equalitarianism, and the Republicans prefer selective welfare politics based on
individualism. The new Obama administration and the Democratic Party tried
to introduce ‘Public Option’ led by the government, but with the severe
opposition of the Republicans, an even more retreated compromised bill was
finally passed. However, as the result, the United States opened the first era
of the health insurance for all citizens in the history.

The factors that influenced the Ilimited accomplishment of the health
insurance reform of the Obama administration can be analyzed to be product
of political cultures, pressure of medical interest groups, low disciplines of
political parties, labor forces and absences of the left political party. With
cultural theory related approaches, the political process of the health insurance
reform of the Obama administration is the cultural collision and complex
political process between two dominant political parties representing cultural
types of equalitarianism and individualism each. In the past, political process
and determinants of the health insurance reform were explained mostly
focusing on ‘resists of interest groups’, but it explains that ‘dominant culture’
can be a just as very important variable.

Even though the health insurance reform of the Obama administration is a
historical reformation measure in the welfare history of the United States, the
Republicans who won the off-year election passed the discard bill for the
health insurance reform in the House of Representatives, and such aggressive
mood is continuing. It is not too much to say that whether to continue or
abolish the health insurance reform law of the Obama administration in the
future will be decided by the presidential election in 2012.

The powers of the United States come from the ethics of Protestantism
and the spirit of capitalism. The health insurance reform of the Obama
administration was a policy promoted in order to recover health rights of

citizens by improving the distorted medical market structure with high costs
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and low efficiency and to revitalize the economic situation of the United
States suffering from national debts and budget deficits. Furthermore, it can
be evaluated as the reformation to set a basis for the recovery of the falling

international status of the United States.
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