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It is far too early to make any definite predictions as to who will be the candidates of the major parties, or  the results of the November election. There are reasons to think that the Democrats have better chances, but a continuing  decline in the numbers of those who identify with either party suggests that a Republican with an inspired campaign might yet win. The chances of the Democrats increasing their very small majorities in House and Senate are quite good, but that will not necessarily benefit the Democratic  Presidential candidate.. Indeed, the media (the journalists’  political partisanship, corruption, and  conventional  stupidity can hardly be exaggerated) might attempt to stop a Democrat, especially, by praising an entirely fictive bi-partisanship; there are signs of that already.

It is true that a majority of the electorate is tired of Bush and his government. However, as always, we do not quite know who will actually vote in November—or whether the percentage of participation will surpass recent averages. The increased participation in the Iowa caucuses and New Hampshire primaries, particularly on the Democratic side, may be important, but we will have to wait at least until the 22 state vote on 5 February to find out. 

The New Hampshire count has already been challenged, by the libertarian Republican Congressman Ron Paul and the progressive Democratic Congressman Denis Kucinich.

Both, in contrast to the ambiguity and evasiveness of the other supposed critics of Bush,

especially  Clinton and Obama,  insisted on immediate and total withdrawal from Iraq.

Kucinich obtained one percent of the vote, Paul six. There are good reasons to be skeptical of the representativeness of any US Presidential election. The laws, state by state, discriminate flagrantly  against the black and Hispanic populations, the availability of ballots, voting machines and polling places can be manipulated by the party controlling state government,  officials at the voting stations can behave arbitrarily in instant rulings on who is eligible to vote. . Even if these elements were not present, the allocation of electoral votes on the basis of population varies  from state to state. The absence of proportionality can and does entail wasted majorities in large states (usually working to the disadvantage of the Democrats). The specific complaint in New Hampshire is  that the voting  machines supplied by the Diebold company were unreliable—or that their electronic systems were manipulated. I note that the firm’s owner is a prominent Republican..

The enormous attention given to  Iowa and New Hampshire was justified. The citizens in each state are proud of their role in closely scrutinizing candidates  whom they meet or at least hear in live settings. Still, on a national scale, so far about one third of one percent of the electorate  has been asked to choose. The Florida Republican  primary of 27 January, arithmetically, will be far more significant. And of course, the 5 February vote (including California,  Colorado, Georgia, Massachusetts,  Minnesota, Missouri, New Jersey, New York) far more national.

What can now be said is that with regard to candidates and themes, the fields are narrowing. On the Democratic side, Senators Clinton and Obama are likely to continue to contest the nomination into the party’s convention (Denver late  in August). One third of the Democratic delegates at the convention are not elected in primaries but are party and public officials (from the Congress and city and state government) who participate ex officio. If, as is probable, Clinton and Obama stay within striking distance of each other with respect to the number of elected delegates they win in the primaries, each would have good reason to carry the struggle to the convention. Senator Clinton does not have an overwhelming position amongst the non-elected delegates and many will now be reserving their commitments. Senator Edwards is likely to stay in the race, bringing to the convention a contingent of delegates he can use to bargain with—for programmatic and thematic concessions or promise of office. In the event of a total deadlock at the convention, with no candidate emerging victorious after initial balloting, the party’s leaders might be tempted to turn to Al Gore. That is not probable, but evoking the possibility shows how open matters now are.

Senator Obama’s staying power and wide appeal constitute the surprise of the electoral year. His voters in Iowa and New Hampshire were younger, highly  educated, independent, but there are indications of actual and potential strength in traditional Democratic constituencies, women, especially employed women, unionists and workers, seniors. These last are the categories from which Senator Clinton drew her supporters  in New Hampshire. She had a commanding lead amongst Afro-Americans, convinced that since no black candidate had a serious chance of election, it would be wiser to support a proven friend of the black segment of the nation. Obama’s performance in two very white states  has erased some of the doubts  about his electability, and it remains to be seen how the blacks in South Carolina (a racist state where they are half the Democratic electorate) respond. on 19 January.. 

Obama has clearly drawn upon one aspect of Martin Luther King’s legacy, his appeal across racial lines to a nation united in an egalitarian and liberating social project. American commentators have been struck by his success in avoiding what they see as the divisiveness of the usual Democratic rhetoric, but (Paul Krugman aand Katrina vanden Heuvel, our editor at The Nation,  excepted)  they have been forgiving of his near total absence of specificity on economic and social priorities. In fact, on the basis of Senatorial voting record, it would be impossible to draw any sharp or major difference between 

the Senators on domestic policy.

Senator Clinton’s campaign and performance have been what one would have expected:

methodical, emphasizing her competence and experience, seeking to mobilize the Democratic core constituencies The Clintons, for all of their political acumen, clearly were surprised by the nature and success of Obama’s challenge. It is a paradox: Senator Clinton (and the former President, in effect her campaign manager) were certain that her appeal to and competence about  the specific concerns of ordinary Americans (employment security,  educational opportunity for their children,  the costs of health care and housing) would prove decisive. Instead, many of her potential supporters have been attracted by Obama’s secularized message of Biblical redemption.  .   

Senator Clinton’s equivocations about the Iraq invasion (first supporting it, then criticizing it, now promising to withdraw most troops but to retain a US presence) has

occasioned  dispute with both Obama and Edwards. In fact, if Obama has a grand design to terminate not only the Iraq invasion but the American imperial obsession of which it is an expression, that is not evident. Obama does have the more critical foreign policy advisors (Brzezinski, Anthony Lake, Gregory Craig, Samantha Power )---the dissenting and doubting , alternating between systematic rejection of US claims to global hegemony and attempts to civilize and temper these. With Albright and Holbrooke, and  the familiar

suppliers of the usual clichés from the centers of research, Clinton has a conventional  foreign policy apparatus in waiting. In fact, as President, each  would call upon the same body of persons. The question is whether either in office would have the format to call for a large scale reconsideration of the assumptions of the apparatus, of the sort voiced by John Kennedy in his 10 June 1963 address (which may have cost him his life.). That would not  be the same thing as a return to multilateralism. The Democratic conception of multilateralism differs from the Republican one, after all, in that the Democrats invariably instruct the world  that it is in its  interest to accept US leadership, whereas the Republicans consider it the world’s  duty to do so. On the basis of his rhetoric, and his biography, it is tempting to see in Obama someone who would break with the imperial past---but there is very little other evidence for it  He did say that he would not continue Bush’s policy of refusing to negotiate with adversary nations before

they accept US demands---but that is a minimal concession to reality.  The US invaded Iraq in 2002 and if we put that aside, we can ask why no candidate is calling for a withdrawal of our forces from the Philippines, which we seized in 1898 and where they have been ever since. Moreover neither Clinton or Obama have stated the obvious, that the cost of our armed forces and of our foreign policy generally is such that given the current fiscal structure, enlarged or new programs of domestic social investment are either very difficult or impossible to finance.  

The President’s visible ineptitude and lack of honesty during his  visits to Israel and Palestine, his empty  fulminations on Iran, his repudiation of  his democratization project as he sought to ingratiate himself with his decidedly undemocratic Arab hosts  have drawn no criticism as yet from the Democratic candidates. They have maintained a loud collective silence on the Israel occupation of Palestine, punctuated by ritualized references to the need to combat “terror” and no less ritualized declarations of total solidarity with Israel. In fact, the American Jewish community is quite divided on how to support Israel, and there is no clear majority in it for unconditional support of  Israel intransigence. The organizations in the Israel lobby, whose memberships are less than half of the US Jewish population, continue to represent the Israel party of the status quo,There is no large organized opposition to the lobby (neither is there  another sort of Israel lobby) in the Jewish community, despite the doubts of many and the vocal dissent of some. Perhaps there will be no change in the Democratic Party on this issue until its general approach to foreign policy is altered—or at least until debate within the American Jewish community approaches the openness of that in Israel.. Meanwhile, the Israel lobby’s capacity to set the terms of the US debate on the Mideast has been somewhat weakened by the books by Mearsheimer and Walt, and Jimmy Carter, and by determined resistance in the universities to attempts at silencing Israel’s critics.  The Democrats remain captives of the lobby.

Turning to the Republicans, one large absence dominates their primary campaign: none of the candidates has called on President Bush to appear in support, and most have avoided mentioning him. Despite the fact that the candidates profess unequivocal support for the Iraq invasion, describe the war on “terror” in the most lurid and simplistic terms,

accept entire segments of Bush’s domestic and foreign policies, Bush has become an

“unperson.” Given the candidates’ apparent concern lest they be associated with the President, it is remarkable that they  endorse his policies. In foreign policy, it

may be that they are bewildered and even frustrated by the quiet coup d’etat by which

Defense Secretary Gates and the CIA, some of the senior military officers, and Secretary of State Rice  (seeking to redeem what little is left of her reputation) have seized control from Cheney and the proponents of immediate war on Iran. Gates is backed, of course, by the older Bush, by Scowcroft,  Baker and other Republican elders----who themselves have been conspicuously silent about the Republican candidates,.

The four Republicans with chances of being nominated are very different, evidence for the fragmentation of the Republican coalition which has dominated American politics for the period beginning with Nixon in 1968. The coalition united large groups of the white working class, Catholic and Protestant believers, and small and large business in support of an aggressive use of military power, in opposing the economic  redistribution 

favoured by the  Democratic Party’s electorate and against the cultural and social liberalism of the educated. In fact, Nixon added to the social programs of the Great Society, Reagan accepted co-existence with the reformed Soviet Union, and the business elements in the party were interested in “Christian values” only insofar as these mobilized ordinary citizens to accept a larger project for extending the sovereignty of the market Encouraged by his initial successes in exploiting the real and imaginary dangers associated with the attacks of 11 September 2001,  the present President seriously 

miscalculated his capacity to hold the coalition together. 

Senator McCain is certainly the one Republican candidate with the most obvious capacity to reassemble parts of the coalition---and  to replace those unenthusiastic about him (on cultural and social issues, where the Senator does not exemplify in either belief or behaviour Biblical asceticism) with voters not bound  to either party .McCain had a triumph in New Hampshire, but was a week thereafter defeated in Michigan. In both states, evidence for his appeal across party lines, he did well with independent voters.

McCain’s appeal stems from his biography. Grandson and son of senior Admirals, a  flier shot down in Vietnam  and held prisoner for five years, he incarnates a tradition of service which contrasts with the rhetorical  bellicosity of his rivals. 

On economic issues he is somewhat more nuanced than they (he could hardly be less so)

on government ‘s role in the economy, seems even to have some dim notion of a public interest  defined apart from that of American capital. In the Senate, he has occasionally opposed the Republican leadership and collaborated with Democrats. His age is a negative factor (he would be if elected the oldest elected US President at seventy two) but his experience is a positive one in his appeal---and older voters, who vote in disproportionately larger numbers, might be drawn to him. The Republican business elite is well able to restrain its enthusiasm for someone who does not readily take their orders, but might back him (giving appropriate cues to our media, ever ready to obey) if the next weeks identify him as the most viable of candidates. That remains to be seen,  He certainly is the most authentically  imperial of Republican candidates.

He was beaten in Michigan by the former Massachusetts Governor, Romney—whose father was Governor of Michigan and head of a now defunct automobile manufacturing company. Romney in his campaign insisted that he would assist the declining and stricken US auto industry, central to Michigan’s economy. That is in contradiction to the market ideology, rejection of  a major governmental economic role, which is otherwise the central theme of his candidacy. He himself was a successful entrepreneur and carried a large amount of opportunistic flexibility (if not plasticity) into his career as governor---taking any number of initiatives which he did not hesitate to repudiate in the Presidential

race. There is a considerable distrust of Romney on account of his Mormonism amongst the Catholic and Protestant believers who are Republican core voters, although this scion of a polygamous church is the only Republican candidate still in his first marriage. His major appeal is to those hostile to “big government”---and in his advocacy of market solutions, he does not hesitate to portray western Europe as a Gulag in which economic efficiency and freedom have been replaced by leaden uniformity. He was in France as a missionary and  returned, remarkably, without manifesting the least  knowledge of that country. (When he speaks of the US as “the greatest nation on earth” he draws upon his limitless reservoir of provincialism.)  In a situation in which part of the electorate seeks authenticity, however vaguely defined, Romney might be disadvantaged on account of his tactical swerves. On the other hand, that is thought of as proof of  competence  in those broad segments of US society  in which the old difference between political values and market calculations have been erased. In the Michigan primary, it should be noted, rates of participation were low and Romney did not do well amongst the less prosperous Republican voters.  

Former Arkansas Governor Huckabee, the winner in Iowa owing to the votes of Fundamentalist Protestants, suffers from no lack of authenticity. He is a familiar figure to readers of American literature: the shrewd, unpretentious, small town boy risen from

plebian circumstances and proud of his social journey and not fooled by the elites.

(In one respect, the economic elite can rejoice in and with Huckabee, as he proposed to abolish the income tax and replace it with a sales tax---undoing what little progressivity remains in our fiscal structure.) He is a Baptist pastor, has  voiced a carefully calibrated 

egalitarian economic ethos, without much specificity. In foreign policy, his one statement of note suggested that he thinks  Iran is  to the west of Iraq. His excellent stage presence apart, it is difficult to believe that he has staying power. Were he to emerge as a serious contender, the Republican business  elite would be considerably alarmed---and part of it would urge Mayor Bloomberg of New York to run as an independent, another part would

quietly but effectively sabotage the Huckabee campaign and open serious negotiations with the Democrats for what we are like to get in any case, a coalition government which does not utter its own name.

Finally, we confront the unique figure of the former Mayor of New York, Rudy Giuliani.Leading in the national polls for a while, he has since slipped badly: he did not seriously campaign in Iowa or New Hampshire, is staking his electoral future on Florida and the 5 February spectrum. Giuliani, having exploited in the period before the opening of the primaries his record as Mayor during the attack on New York, has very little else to offer. As a New York Mayor he ran, with reasonable competence, a metropolitan welfare state but as candidate he has outshouted his colleagues in denouncing interference with the market. He is threatened by a certain amount of lack of discrimination in his choice of associates and clients in his consulting firm. He is a Catholic in a predominantly Protestant party and, given his marital adventures, without obvious appeal to the Fundamentalists. He favours immediate measures against Iran, and with his team of foreign policy advisors, has a map of the world  in which other countries large and small, adversarial and friendly,  do not count (Israel excepted). . McCain can clearly outclass him in foreign policy experience and the impression of hardness, and

Romney is his equal in managerial competence (or its simulacrum) and  professed distrust of the state.

One issue seriously dividing the parties is immigration. A part of the electorate is disturbed by African, Asian and Latino immigrants now very visible in parts of the country where they were rare or unknown. The presence of some eleven million illegal immigrants angers many citizens. Their preferred solution, to ship these back across the border, is impractical. Many are in families with legal migrants, or children born in the US and citizens. The capacity of local and state and federal police forces to undertake a sustained roundup of the illegal immigrants is limited. Where would those who cannot be sent back be incarcerated, if not in concentration camps which would further blacken the US name? Not otherwise very sensitive to reality, President Bush drew upon his experience as governor of a state bordering on Mexico to propose a a compromise solution. Supported by the Democrats, it was rejected by the Republicans. If a Republican candidate seriously proposes draconian measures against the illegal immigrants, that is certain to mobilize the Latino citizens especially to vote for the Democrats. However the issue is not one that is being dealt with in entirely rational terms, and some normally Democratic constituencies (especially in the working class and the less prosperous, generally) may be susceptible to the xenophobic language used by the Republicans. There is a Republican division on immigration, with business generally favouring the integration of the immigrants..  

The recession has come, and has exposed not only the impoverishment of the Republicans with their  anti-governmental slogans, but of the Democrats---who have no large projects to deal with the new global economy. US wages have been stagnating for at least three decades but household incomes were maintained by female employment, and by borrowing against the value of housing. Now unemployment is increasing, housing values are in nationwide decline, and defaults on mortgages,  loans and credit card accounts have caused the largest  banks to seek capital (from Asia and the Mideast) lest they collapse. It was the Clinton administration which allowed banks and investment firms to generate ever riskier credit instruments: the Democrats have close connections to Wall Street. They bear much responsibility for the past decades’ great increase in economic inequality.

 Former Treasury Secretary Richard Rubin has been advising Senator Clinton, in such time as he can find from dealing with the debacle of the firm of which he is Vice Chair and senior counselor, Citicorp.Rubin came to the Clinton cabinet from Goldman Sachs and made balancing the Federal budget a priority. Now Clinton, Obama, Edwards have demanded measures to put money in the hands of ordinary citizens (immediate tax rebates and extra Social Security payments) regardless of budgetary consequences. Clinton has veered away from unequivocal support of “free trade.”  All the Democrats seek increased public investment in education, science, technology (and in environmental innovation)---but the pieces do not add up. The one Democrat with critical economists and modern Keynesians at his side has been Edwards. Even he, however, has not proposed anything as productive (and environmentally sound) as a large project to give the US what it lacks, high speed railways and an extensive and modernized system of public transport in the urban areas.  Another project would consist of converting the energy wasteful design of American housing to more economical standards. This too is not mentioned.  

Franklin Roosevelt’s 1932 campaign for the Presidency, in the Great Depression, was accompanied by economic cacophony. That, however,  was the cacophony of the Progressive tradition, of American socialism, of a considerable Marxist current amongst economists..  Examining the past ten years of public opinion polling, the reliable Pew Survey has concluded that the public has become much more receptive to a large governmental role in the economy, and believes that it is government’s responsibility to achieve full employment, a decent living standard, and economic opportunities for the citizenry.It is difficult for many (not all) Democratic politicians to grasp that they may be living in a nation ready for another New Deal. It is especially difficult in view of the quantitative weakness of the labor movement and the unions, but their decline in numbers, internal conflicts, have not  prevented them from sponsoring in their research departments,  and amongst their friends in research institutes and the universities, a group of political economists free of the market dogmatism which so deforms the practice of economics, world wide. Perhaps the Democratic  candidates, apart from Edwards, will call on these economists to balance the advice they get along with large cash contributions from the sphere of finance.---especially since the credit crisis has demonstrated that the conventional economic wisdom is in reality a syllabus of errors.

A recession of the sort that has now begun would normally favour the party of the incumbent President’s opposition. It is not clear that the Democrats will find the clarity 

and resolution to deal with the failures of American capitalism. These are quite visible to ordinary citizens but they lack what only political leadership can supply, a coherent narrative explaining why things are difficult and what can be done to alter the 

situation. New experiments in economic  collaboration between the state and the private sector are called for---but these can hardly be undertaken by a party afraid of being denounced as excessively statist , even “socialistic” and (worst of all, perhaps)

“European.”

The Democrats’ fears, which could hinder their capacity to make an economic case for their assuming the Presidency, are no less great in the sphere of foreign policy. The party which initiated the Cold War, founded the modern national security state, is perpetually anxious lest it be deemed “weak.” That charges of lack of sufficient toughness come mainly from those whose experience of combat is limited to struggles for  posts in centers of research, space on opinion pages and in foreign policy journals does not seem to

induce the Democrats to treat their critics with the indifference  they merit. America’s military officers are decidedly more open to the primacy of politics, much less willing to seek military solutions to political problems.  

Both parties may be thrown into disarray by events no one can control,

There could be another attack in the continental United States. The successes of  “surge” in Iraq (bought by bribing Baathists) are easily reversible, and the fall of Baghdad—or, at least, a successful incursion into the Green Zone—is entirely possible. The entire Mideast 

could be struck by a reversal of the regime in Saudi Arabia. A significant segment of Israel’s population seems intent, sooner rather than later, on re-enacting Masada and  

 Israel might again initiate a war it  cannot win, and then ask the US to rescue it from a situation of unresolvable chaos.  Afghanistan as well as Pakistan  promise yet more disasters.  No one can predict what complications will arise from the transition in Cuba.  

Bush in his final months of office might seek to assist the Republican candidate by

one or another reckless gamble For the moment, the foreign policy apparatus and the President are acting as if a tacit bargain has been struck. He is free to continue to ignore reality in his pronouncements, as long as these do not become policies. Suppose, however, the President decides to help a Republican candidate by renouncing the bargain? 

In no case is any Democratic candidate likely to speak the truth about the altered relations of power in the world, and the ensuing limits on American autonomy. Kennedy, after all, campaigned on an entirely fictive “missile gap” which gave the old USSR a superiority it

did not have, then allowed himself to be intimidated into approving an attack on Cuba, before coming to his senses as he looked into the abyss during the 1962 crisis. The most that can be hoped for is a President who is prepared to recognize in office  that the world is complex, that other nations large and small have had enough  of US claims to leadership,  and that his or her  task is to begin the education of the US citizenry  for a new and more limited   role in the world. .

A President with these intentions would need the help of a Europe more independent of the US, more sure of its own larger purposes. China, India, Russia, even Japan are at the moment more intent on  pursuing their autonomy than the Europeans. The nations of Latin America, of course, have never had illusions about the benign nature of US power. What Bush’s recent trip to the Mideast demonstrated is that the heirs of the Ottoman empire have certain instincts for recognizing large declines in power: they rebuffed the President at every occasion.  The proposal to elevate  Tony Blair to  President of the European Union is evidence, if evidence were needed, of Europe’s incapacity to recognize that the date is 2008, not 1948.

A retrenchment of American empire would be the precondition of a restoration of American democracy. Under the cover of the “war on terror” the civil liberties of American citizens have been curtailed  and the Bush Presidency has attempted, with considerable success, to institutionalize a permanent state of emergency. The President, backed by his legal officials and with the assent of the Supreme Court judges who put him into office, has claimed vast and intrusive  executive jurisdiction, which has effectively nullified the Constitutional separation of powers  The Congressional  Democrats were divided and irresolute in opposing the new authoritarianism  and the candidates have been remarkably silent about the issue Nonetheless, a Democratic President is likely to begin a restoration of the basic institutions of the republic, a Republican is likely to continue and intensify their supersession. It is impossible to say if and how the question will figure in the election, and large segments of the electorate are

uninterested in it. It does give the 2008 election a very exceptional importance.        

