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                                 Whoever wins election will inherit a huge mess
 

                                                by John J. Neumaier        

   

              The presidential campaign (which, thank goodness, is almost over) may demonstrate, at least in the case of John McCain, that political experience can be considered by voters as a negative quality. Still, it’s better not to predict the winner until the votes are counted, miscounted, or not counted.

The slugfest between the competing office seekers has confirmed once again that many a politician looks down on voters and minimizes their ability to analyze his or her campaign rhetoric, or identify sources of financial support. True, it’s not easy to read (or hear) between the lines and as a result all too many middle and working class citizens find themselves voting for politicians who favor cutting taxes on big corporations and the super wealthy, thus adding to their own tax burden. 

Whichever candidate wins, the new president will have to deal with the terrible economic mess and foreign and military blunders inherited from eight years of neo-conservative George W. Bush. Although both major candidates are solidly identified with the establishment, there are important policy differences between them which will affect the lives of millions of people in this country and in other lands.

If the far “lesser-evil” candidate prevails, that is, the less “experienced” politician Barack Obama, there is more of a chance that the White House will take an economically popular and more peaceful direction. If the strenuous efforts of  Republican tricksters and reactionary Swiftboaters are the winners, the “straight-talking Maverick” with 27 years of “political experience”, along with his self-declared vice-presidential pit-bull with lipstick, will have been given the green light  to set this country (including their “real Americans”) and the world back for far more years than twenty-seven.

While Obama calmly echoes Franklin Roosevelt’s appeal (made during another economic crisis), that what Americans have most to fear is fear itself, the McCain-Palin team has resorted to a hysterical campaign of character assassination. The extremist personal attacks on their Democratic opponent, especially by McCain’s vice-presidential candidate, smack ominously of McCarthyism, including Sarah Palin’s appalling allegation that Obama is “palling around with terrorists” and isn’t as patriotic as she and her running mate are.

Not surprisingly these bigoted attacks have aroused outbursts during Republican rallies such as “kill him”, “bomb him’, “terrorist”, and “traitor”. In one incident, a uniformed sheriff, introducing Palin to a Florida audience, referred to “Barack Hussein Obama”, reinforcing the whispering campaign which alleges that Obama (who is a Christian) is a Muslim. General Colin Powell condemned the tactic and at the same time wisely pointed out that one’s religion, at least in America, has no bearing on one’s patriotism. Actually, the McCain-Palin’s vilification campaign (including their repeated  “guilt by association” slander) went so far that at one rally McCain himself was booed when, in answer to a particularly prejudiced questioner, he defended Obama as a “decent man”.

The recent flap over the voter registration group called ACORN caused McCain to declare that ACORN was “on the verge of maybe perpetrating one of the greatest frauds in voter history in this country, maybe destroying the fabric of democracy”.  Commenting on this, in a piece entitled “The Real Scandal”, New York Times columnist Bob Herbert reminded readers of the Republican Party’s “strenuous efforts in recent years to prevent Democrats from voting, and to prevent their votes from being properly counted once they’ve been cast.” (I was in Florida at the time of the infamous Florida 2000 presidential election, and reported to readers how Republicans manipulated the voting, and especially how African American voters were intimidated and prevented from voting.)

In obvious exasperation, columnist Herbert wrote: “It never ends. The Republican Party never gets tired of spraying its poison across the American political landscape. So there was a Republican congresswoman from Minnesota, Michele Bachmann, telling Chris Matthews on MSNBC that the press should start investigating members of the House and Senate to determine which ones are pro-America or anti-America.” (Like Bob Herbert, I caught that exchange on television and was shocked to see the rising ghost of HUAC, the contemptible House Un-American Activities Committee.)

What has certainly heightened voter interest to epic proportions is the public’s anxious reaction to the current economic crisis which is hurting and frightening millions of people. They are troubled and angry by the high cost of what most see as a war that never should have happened and that, together with the war in Afghanistan, is costing between $11 billion (Times) and $16 billion (Nobel prize economist Joseph Stiglitz) a month. People are deeply concerned over the mortgage scandal and the unbridled greed of corporations and their executives, which is forcing so many middle class and impoverished families to give up their homes or face foreclosure in Bush’s “ownership society”. Americans are equally worried about the rapidly increasing number of people who are losing their jobs, as employers limit working hours, outsource, downsize, shut factory branches, or even close businesses altogether. The crisis is also affecting seniors, whose investments, pensions, and health care are in jeopardy. (Can you imagine how much worse it would be had the Republicans succeeded in privatizing part or all of Social Security, making it dependent on crashing stock markets?)

It is notable that when the structure and benefits of U.S. corporations become endangered so too do their counterparts in the global capitalist economy. Around the world, leaders are trying desperately to find a way out. Obviously, as they do so, they are on guard to protect their own establishments, though they may not go as far as U.S. Secretary of the Treasury Henry Paulson (former CEO of Goldman-Sachs) when he persuaded lawmakers to offer a $700 billion bail out to the corporate and banking sector. This now has been followed by requests to the U.S. treasury (i.e. taxpayers) for huge amounts of financial help for insurers, auto companies, security dealers, and subsidiaries of foreign companies.

Paulson’s move was endorsed by the two major presidential candidates, although with notable caveats, particularly by Obama. Several foreign government leaders (somewhat reluctantly) have criticized the American establishment for the degree to which it de-regulated the economy. Even Bush’s ally, the Italian multi-billionaire Prime Minister Berlusconi, recently called it a version of “adventure capitalism”. (In nineteenth century America similar excesses by a wealthy oligarchy have been labeled “robber-baron capitalism”.)

It is ludicrous and ironic that while the Republicans now use the “s” word –socialism - to attack Obama’s more equitable economic approaches, it is their own leaders, who helped campaign for the tax-payer guaranteed government bailout.  As Gore Vidal says, “it’s socialism for the rich and free enterprise for the poor.”

Of course, the Bush-Cheney administration prefers to talk of “democratic capitalist” policies, especially when they seek to spread it abroad (e.g. Iraq and Afghanistan). Only lately has Bush begun to express some worries about what might result from the national and global economic crisis. A recent Associated Press article, reported that at the same time that the President is promoting a summit to respond to the global financial crisis, he is warning “that any reform of financial systems must not chip away at the foundations of democratic capitalism and free enterprise.” (Orlando Sentinel, 10/19/08)

If on November 4, the people vote for a new deal, the big question is whether an Obama-Biden administration will have learned lessons from the past and will change course in a more democratic direction.
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