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                                The huge mess and Obama's tough challenges
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Millions of people in America and in much of the world have been elated about Barack Obama’s election. Certainly, his being the first bi-racial president is a breakthrough in our history. Although his heritage is categorized as African American rather than European American, it’s actually both. But since Obama is viewed as Black it’s understandable that Andrew Young would quip that “The world got so messed up nobody else wanted to tackle it, so they turned it over to us.” 

Obama would not have achieved his overwhelming victory without the votes of great numbers of non-Black voters, including liberals, conservatives, and even radicals, who viewed him as the most intelligent and talented politician who had any chance of being elected. Too, it’s clear that he was not just relying on his “audacity of hope”, as his election team’s fundraising skills and his excellently organized campaign illustrate. Ed Rollins, Reagan’s ’84 campaign manager, called it “the greatest campaign in history”.


Andrew Young’s point about the extraordinary mess we're in is a frightening fact for Americans and for people and governments all over the world. How are we – and Obama – going to undo the damage of Bush’s shortsighted foreign policy decisions, including, for example, the weakening of global disarmament efforts and the refusal to support an international environmental accord on the global warming dangers facing humanity.

Consider what else Obama will inherit from the Bush administration: two bloody and costly wars, illegal treatment of prisoners of war in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Guantanamo, the appalling CIA policy of delivering prisoners to countries which practice torture, the abandonment of due process, especially with regard to U.S. detainees – all of which practices and policies have severely tarnished the international reputation of the United States government; many countries now see it as a unilateralist, militaristic superpower committed to geopolitical world domination.

Then there are the internal problems, including the unconstitutional expansion of executive powers by the Bush-Cheney regime, and the infamous “signing statements” of President Bush (wherein he selects which parts of a newly enacted law he will honor and which he will ignore), not to mention the current last-minute Bush-rush to install administrative rules that will bind the new administration, for instance, delaying regulation of toxic substances and preventing safety-protections in the workplace.

 No need to repeat the sad story of Bush’s long-running class war, tax-wise and otherwise, in behalf of the super-rich at the expense of the rest of the population, nor of how he has failed to deal with the health problems of over 50 million of uninsured and poorly insured people, or how inadequately the Bush administration has served the dire needs of returning veterans. We all know how it has neglected the many infrastructure problems, such as public transportation, bridge and road repairs, public school facilities, and how it has curtailed our civil liberties. 

And then there’s the economy. The serious impact of the growing financial disaster is being felt around the globe. One business weekly calls it “the biggest asset and credit bubble in history” (“Saving the system”, The Economist, 10/11-17). Nevertheless, there is some understandable reluctance on the part of the various establishments, including the government, Wall Street, and the corporate media, to call it a “capitalist crisis”. It’s certainly not a feudalist or socialist crisis. Nor, however, is it a crisis in the sense that our capitalist economy is about to be replaced by another system. Rather, it’s a crisis of the particular form of deregulated, super profit-oriented capitalism that dominant financial  corporate sectors have long favored, as have such leading administration lights as former oil men Cheney and Bush, and former Goldman Sachs CEO Henry Paulson, now Secretary of the Treasury. 

Bush spoke recently at a summit meeting of 20 leaders of industrial (and industrializing) countries. Anxious about what his administration had wrought and annoyed at foreign leaders for blaming U.S. corporations and his deregulation policies for precipitating the global financial crisis, President Bush delivered a ringing endorsement of “Free Market Capitalism”, declaring that it is “the engine of social mobility, the highway to the American dream”.  Notably, he had less to say about the rising unemployment rate, or about the shrinking middle class, or about the 37.3 million, 12.5% of the population, which is below the federal poverty line (Census Bureau 2007 statistic).

The media devote much space and airtime to reporting and analyzing one administration effort after another to bring the crisis under control, but they often leave Americans more bewildered than ever. Not a few are asking exactly what the economic movers and shakers are doing or even whether they know themselves. A propos, the New York Times observes in a front page article (“U. S. Plans $800 Billion in Lending to Ease Crisis”, 11/26): “The long-time risks [of the plan] are enormous but difficult to estimate”. Still, the paper adds, ”Administration and central bank officials contend that the risk of doing nothing is a full-blown depression in which unemployment climbs above 10 percent and the country needs years to recover. Many private economists agree.”

But you don't have to be a member of the fraternity of sophisticated economists (which is not devoid of fratricidal tendencies) to recognize that Paulson’s huge bailout seeks to restore the system to its former glories by favoring big financial institutions. Nor will the latest bailout and related “trickle-down” assumptions necessarily help consumers, including millions of mortgage holders whose wages have stagnated, or who have been downsized out of a job.

At any rate, the initial concern with the mass of sub-prime mortgage debtors facing foreclosures (not to mention those who already have been thrown out of their homes) has become less evident in the government’s rescue efforts. Similarly disappearing down the memory hole of the administration-media complex are those irresponsible corporate sub-prime entrepreneurial adventures which started the financial avalanche in the first place.

Given this extraordinary range of the truly enormous problems facing Barack Obama, one need not be a naysayer to observe that it was easier for campaigner Obama to say “Yes, we can” than it will be for President Obama’s administration to overcome the miserable situation which he will inherit, especially since the nation’s and the world’s economic problems have gotten so much worse than they were even last summer. Indeed, in spite of his initial emphasis on “one president at a time”, President-elect Obama found it necessary to publicly announce his views on what should be done to alleviate our dramatically ailing economy and the terrible suffering of so many of our people. It’s notable that President Bush has generously allowed his successor-elect to share responsibility for policy and action initiatives to cope with the increasingly dire situation.

As many have noted, Obama campaigned left of center, but his cabinet choices have tended to be centrist or right of center. This might well have been expected. As elaborated in my November column, he is clearly an establishment politician. Indeed, historically, all U.S. Presidents have been governing within, and many if not most, also in behalf of, establishment-dominated interests of one kind or another.

Still, we cannot predict how Obama will direct members of his administration nor can we say which policies he will actually follow or change from time to time, depending on circumstances and other reasons. After all, few observers anticipated what was going to happen under presidents like Roosevelt or Lincoln, with whom Obama is often, wishfully or otherwise, compared. So the question remains for Obama and the nation “Quo Vadis?".
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