THE US PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 2008 — Part 4

Obama - Time for the Issucs

Judy Waters Pasqualge

A s November began, with three days to go until the
clection, I was getting jittery; | was looking back at
October in relation to the last article, and ahcad to clection
day, and if there was anywhcre that T was not, it was in the
present. So, I called the US, secking reassurance. A high
school history teacher in Maryland had told me in June:
‘people are going to do what they did in 2006, despite what
any polls say, and quietly go into their polling booths and
vote anti-Republican, and this time in a really big way; it's
noteven close.' I knew he was right. The enthusiasm I'd secn
in the US was quite abnormal. There were issues at play —
health care, war, energy, civil liberties, the big Economy;
and, irony of'ironies, it was a Bush who, by pandering to the
far right and Christian fundamentalist factions. had brought
himself and his party into infamy, on a global scale. But my
Jitters were mirrored halfa world away: fears of assassination,
fears of vote rigging, especially in such states as Florida and
Ohio, fears about what the consequences of an Obama loss
might entail. For myself, T was looking at the almost daily
US incursions from Afghanistan into Pakistan — not to
mention the one into Syria, a scemingly pre-election
escalation, perhaps designed to promote an election-related
response. Stories were coming in about RP disinformation
and intimidation of voters — when thesc guys get desperate,
i's insane not to worry. Here in Sri Lanka, the election was a
key topic, with the same fears expressed of assassination and
rigging. All eyes were watching. Could Obama really win?

That pre-clection weekend the candidates kept up a frenzied
pace, visiting states where the race was close, making their
final appeals. McCain went from Virginia to Pennsylvania
and New Hampshire, and appeared on Satus ‘dery Night Live;
and on 3 November itself to Florida, Tennessce. Virginia,
Indiana, New Mexico, Nevada, Arizona and Pennsvlyania.
Palin was in Florida, Ohio, Missouri, Towa, Colorade and
Nevada. Obama went from lowa to Nevada, Colorado and
Missouri, then te Ohio for threc cvents on the 2nd, including
a Cleveland rally with Bruce Springstein (of "Born in the
USA" fame). On the 3rd he was in Florida, North Carolina
and Virginia. Biden was in Indiana. Ohio, Missouri, Ohio
again, and Pennsylvania. Obama was drawing the crowds,
urging people not to let up. McCain grew feisty, and both he
and Palin warned of the socialism an Obama win would bring,
Conscrvative pundits warned of a one-party state. News was
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coming in that in the 30 states that allow voting before
election day, turnout was heavy — already some 29 million
people had voted, about a third of the electorate.

The battleground states were still battlegrounds, and there
was no definitive moventent in the widely varying polls. A
review of 11 polls taken between 25 and 31 October showed
pro-Obama support in arange 0f 47 to 53%, with his average
lead 50.2-43.6%. By elcction day. 15 polls taken from 29
October to 3 November showed a pro-Obama range of 50 to
35%, with an average lead of 52.1-44.5%. At the end of
October it was estimated that 311 electoral college votes
would go to Obama, 132 to McCain, with 95 undecided (270
needed to win). By 2 November the estimate was 278 for
Obama, 132 for McCain, with 128 a toss up; the figures were
the same on election day. Three toss-up states were said to
be leaning to Obama: Tlorida, Virginia and Ohio; and six to
MeCain: North Carolina, Missouri, Indiana, Georgia.
Montana and Arizona.!

After a fow last minute trips to the store, I prepared to settle
in to a Wednesday of TV watching, and if Obama won [
would be ready to celebrate — not the expectation of big
change, regarding the current and unfolding economic
disaster or the totally self-interested US foreign policy — but
that an opening would remain for the prometion of a
progressive agenda; under a McCain/Palin administration,
possibly for cight years, a whole list of predictions were
certain: from fewer people with access to health care, to
increased inequality, and a climatc of demonizing that would
find many people labeled as traitors — an intensification of
the path sct by Bush and Chency. As the polls opened on the
East Coast on the 4th, and then across the country, in came
the reports: long lines, hours long, and awestruck volers who
had never seen anything like this before.2

The firstresult came in very early: in a small New Hampshire
town, which usually goes to Republicans, 100% of the 21
voters turned oul: Obama 15-6; it New Hampshire were to
go to Obama, the RP would be wiped out of New Lngland
(states to the north and cast of New York). By the close of
polls in Chicago, people were swarming to Grant Park, where
65,000 would be present at an Obama speech, with hundreds
of thousands more watching on screens outside,
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percentage differences may be so huge as to be indicative,
With this in mind, people’s conceptions echocd earlier polls:

75% thought the country was 'on the wrong track’; the same
percentage disapproved of the performance in office of Bush
and of Congress. 63% saw the economy as the main issue:
06% werc worried about paying for health care; 60% saw
importance in the selection of future Supreme Court
nominees. Some 60% thought Palin was not qualified to be
president.

By groups, Obama picked up the support from 95% of blacks
(13% ol electorate); 66% of Hispanics (61% in Arizona, 57%

in Florida); 78% of Jews; 66% of age group 18-29. Among

whites, 43% voted tor Obama, the highest tor the DP since
1976 (in 2004 Kerry got 41%). McCain won all white age
groups except for 18-29 (Obama 54%); white women (54%),
men (about 58%, Obama's 41% the largest since 1976); white
college grads (51%) and working class (59%); white
Independents werc split. So were the su burbs, with McCain
taking a slight rural advantage.”

Third Parties

A total of 51 parties ran candidates for president, sometimes
endorsing the same candidate.® There werce four main third
party contenders:

Ralph Nader, running under difTerent parties in 40 states,
received 672,195 votes (0.54% of lotal vote). A lawyer,
consumer advocate and diligent campaigner, Nader ran under
the Green Party in 2000 (2.7%). and supports issucs that the
DP won't touch: decreasing the military budget, single-payer
health insurance, the impeachment of Bush, public finance
of election campaigns. In 12 states he received 1% or more
of the vote: Arkansas, Alaska, Connecticut, Idaho. Maine,
Minnesota, North Dakota, Oregon, Rhode Island, South
Dakota, West Virginia and Wyoming. The high was in Maine

(1.48%). In 24 states he received between 0.5 and 0.99% of

the vote. Numbers wisc, he received the most votes in
California (81.437), followed by Pennsylvania (41.5
Ohio, New York, Michigan, Tlinois, Minnesota (all in thc
30,000s), Massachusetts and Florida (in the 20s).

Libertarian Party candidate Bob Barr, a former RP rep from
Georgia, received 496,809 votes (0.4%) in 47 statcs.
Libertarians support a reduced role for government, the
scparation of church and state, the free market and free trade.
abolishing taxes, ending corporate subsidics, right to own
guns: opposc alliances with and intervention in other
countries, conscription; support the individual's right to make
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decisions regarding abortion, sexual partners and the use of
illegal drugs. The party reccived more than 1% of the vote in
Indiana, and between 0.5 and 0.99% in eight states: Arizona.
Georgia, ldaho, Kansas, North Carolina. Texas, Utah and
Wyoming. Tn Texas it received 56,397 votes. followed by
California (51,529), Indiana, Georgia, North Carolina and
Michigan (all in the 20s).

The Constitution Party ran Baptist pastor and talk radio host
Charles Baldwin in 41 states, receiving 178,810 votes
(0.14%). The party believes life begins at coneeption, that a
family can only consist ot a man and wife; supports a federal
role only in what is specifically stated in the Constitution,
with the states (o decide the rest: a strong defense and gun
ownership; opposes foreign alliances, globalism and frec
frade. It received more than 1% in Montana (2.16%) and
Utah {1.26%), and from 0.5 to 0.99% in Idaho and South
Dakota.

Green Party candidate Cynthia McKinney, a lawyer and
former rep from Georgia, was on the ballot in 46 states,
receiving 145,488 votes (0.12%). The Green Party is for
ending the war. environmentalism, universal health carc. non-
violence, alternative energy. pro-labour policics; opposcs
corporate globalism. Percentage wisce it scored best in
Louisiana (0.47%), Maine (0. 4%) and West Virginia (0.33%).

Two of the above candidates may have had the greatest effect
in three states. In Indiana, an Obama win by 25,834 votes.
the Libertarian Party scored 29,188 (1.07%). in North
Carolina, an Obama win by 13,991, the Libertarians received
25,418 (0.6%). In Missouri, a McCain win by 5,861 votes,
Nader gained 17,772 (0.61%) and the Libertarians 11,354
(0.39%).

Other main third party contenders included: America's
Independent Party, with 36,084 votes (candidate Alan Keyes,
assistant secretary of state for international organizations
under Reagan, and then a media commentator; the party
believes in life from conception, the right to bear arms,
opposes the federal income tax); Ron Paul, with 19,858 (RP
Texas rep and party primary candidate); Socialist Workers
Party, running in 12 statcs and recciving 9,714 votes, under
Roger Calero and James Harris; Socialism and Liberation,
running Gloria Estela La Riva in 12 states, 7.377 votes; and
the Socialist Party USA, running Brian Mome in 14 states,
for 6,545 votes.
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State Referendums

There were 133 measures up [or vote in various states. In
A scveral, people approved the state floating bonds in order
to raise money for special projects (as opposed to raising
taxes)."” With regard to abortion: Scuth Dakota narrowly
rejected a ban except in cases of rape, incest and mother's
health: Colorado rejected by 3-1 the definition of life as
beginning at conception; and California rejected parcntal
notification for minors. California approved the definition
of marriage as between a man and woman only (52-48%).
wo states banned gay marriage: Arizona and Florida, joining
26 states. Arkansas banned unmarried couples from adopting
or fostering children. Washington passed physician-assisted
suicide (joining Oregon). Massachusetts decriminalized the
possession of small amounts of marijuana; Michigan
approved its use for medical purposes (joining 12 states).
Nebraska baoncd gender or race-based affirmative action in
government employment, contracting and education.

MeCain and Obama Address the Nation

As the Obama win became clear, McCain supporters,
gathering in a hall in Phoenix for his speech, became
subdued, turned off the TV showing results, and listened to
live bands. Atabout 10 pm, East Coast time, McCain arrived.
After the very negative tone of his campaign and criticism
ol i, McCain had a lot of ground to cover if he wanted to
redecm a positive image. He began by saying that the
American people "have spoken clearly," and he had called
Obama. When the crowd started booing, McCain hushed
them up. He respected Obama for his ability and
perseverance: and admired and commended him for inspiring
hopes in people who felt they had "little at stake or little
intluence." He referrcd to old injustices, and the "cruel and
trightful bigotry." The crowd applauded. McCain pledged to
help Obama lead the country through the present challenges.
He urged everyone to offer Obama their "good will and
earnest effort," to come together and find compromises. He
took the blame for his failed campaign (to cries of 'No!’). He
thanked his supporters, family, Sarah Palin ("an impressive
new voice" in the party), and his campaign organization.”

After the speech, CNN showed live shots of people
celebrating in front of the White House, in Times Square — it
looked like New Year's Lve. Then, close to midnight, Obama
appeared at Grant Park in Chicago. He began by saying that
tonight has provided an answer to those who doubted that in
the US all things were possible, that the dreams of the
[ounders arc alive, and the power of US democracy, People
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had provided the answer because they believed that "this time
must be different"; it was an answer by young and old, rich
and poor, Democrat and Republican, black, white, Hispanic,
Asian, Native Americans, gay. straight, disabled and not
disabled. The answer had Jed people. who for so long were
cynical, fearful and doubtful, to "put their hands on the arc
of history and bend it once more {oward the hope of a better
day.” He referred to an "extraordinarily gracious” call from
MeCain. and the people clapped. The US was "better off for
the service rendered by this brave and selfless leader." Obama
thanked Joe Biden, Michelle Obama, his children and
grandmother, sisters and other family, campaign manger
David Plouffe, chief strategist David Axelrod and. the
campaign team. But, he said, the victory belenged (o the
supporters and voters. It was a campaign built by "working
men and women" who had contributed; it drew strength from
vouth "who rejected the myth of their generation's apathy,”
and [rom canvassers and volunteers. This had not been done
to win an clection, or for Obama, but because of the huge
task ahcad, challenges that arc the "greatest in our lifctime —
two wars, a planct n peril, the worst financial crisis in a
century.” People were in the forces in Irag and Afghanistan,
parents were worried about their mortgages, health bills and
money for children's college education. It would be a long
road — new energy, jobs, schools, threats to meet, alliances
to repair, but "we will get there.” The crowd chanted, 'Yes
We Can.' This would be done as it has always been done:
"block by block, brick by brick, calloused hand by callouscd
hand.” The election victory was a chance for change. but it
worn't happen without a "new spirit of service, a new spirit of
sacrifice.” "... il this financial crisis taught us anything, it's
that we cannot have a thriving Wall Strect while Main Street
suffers.” While the election has been won, people must have
the "humility and determination to heal the divides that have
held back our progress.” The crowd cheered. To those who
did not vote for Obama: "I hear your voices. 1 need your
help. And T will be your president, too." To those abroad,
"from parhaments and palaces. to those who are huddled
around radios in the forgotten comers ot the world, our stories
are singular, but our destiny is shared, and a new dawn of
American leadership is at hand." "To those who would tear
the world down: We will defeat vou." The strength of the US
comes not trom arms and wealth, but the ideals of democracy,
liberty, opportunity and unyielding hope. Obama then related
the story of a 106-year-old black woman, a story worthwhile
quoting as it indicates Obama's oratory ability:

"She was born just a generation past slavery: a time when
there were no cars on the road or planes in the sky; when
someone like her couldn't vote for two reasons — because

Digitized by

Foundation.

noolaham.org ["@aavanaham.org



£zt 1 wioman and booanse Gl e colar of Terskin, And
e, | thing s el that she s seen througsheat ke century
o Acnerice e heartashe and e hepes the somgge e
e progress: the fumes e ware Lald Tharsse cant, and the
cple whe presssd oo sl dhed Ao cneed; Nes v
can At e ams whoen warnen's voloes wers silenced und i
apes dismisscd, she lved toace them stens up and speak
ot s seme e 1o thee Balls can. Whon thore wal
chospair 11 the dust Bowl i depressice aciess the baod, sl
sAW A nation coagquet foar ise il with @ New Dzal, new jube,
e e dsi ot comnien prpoac. Yok we can, | orowd, e
vt ann ] Welien e Bl Az onomae Barber and Seraame
Chesmaeries tie wenchl, slis was lere 10owimcss 1 goncratian
iz tin-prsalmess and o denceroes swas cavel Yes v can
[eramedd, Yes wocan, D Sho was there Dar (oo buses G
Flomnaamizry, the hses in Bicming e a brides i1 Solma.
windd e zreizler feot Adlasbe el told s pearde 10 "W Sha'l
Chreproome." Yok wevan, feresedl "es w Can oA i
toiched down on the mona, aowall sane dosen i berking o
vl s conmeeted by e owin Acioncs BN IMLEInacian.,
Arad 10 e, oo thiscleerion, she mmehed her Tingor 05 the
scrser], utd vasl ler ol becapse adlen S0R v ears B Aaneriza,
trreener the el ol Unes and e durkest ol hours, dhe ke
o America can ehunge, Yos we s, forowid Yes we
(o e e

o s

Clorme lading Thouphis
A 3 CYowmes apoeke, Mook ot trs crived ot ini thi
wAIERE AT e CerEiie Was Ty silent, mamia
als! noraplies. Jesae Lk crienl, Ths
s b v weords bewsed - callovised hunds, e r_:“pr:e.:-"u:'.
Rl Deal — cannon be wnderssimaled; 0w Presicenl
Frankiin 1), Kocsove t's Mo [eal ta the 100, o the sl
althe Greal Depesss ol andd Fatsd e sanssivarives, thar led
Lo Wi Dok Bl soane call el ot 2o s 1940 ol
THE I — L dernmizabion el gemumsts amd sovielists wnd
radizals ‘]1] fiberats and arvans who did not fallow o
SO PERTIVE agchada, pradoncing -a arvasgive suppressian of
hetics, amd among ay people a fear of shoaking

L ]

v

wl sl eelting vl -:'n_:.

Esboen wovery bang roed hack: Sroms thal Lo sl Aond here
the rale plasysd byt people s reprasontacive of muah

vider movomenssionEc acknewledocd. The first i3 Ralph
?"“CE'I'!-'HI'. whna b beeneriCelsel deiscnized il scapesdant =l
by libwezuls Tur dilang volss iy Toom D cand libes, Tiol
ho has spent docades sirslesaly soping the progressive
agcnda alive ar e grgssrcars Iovel and '-'-'||1n|!1:: thc viares
ul perople el o ol alcand ol wotion e somigone wlhia

b ol

25

CHNNGIL T seame il sstes ol poes thiz vear wa
fran

e pinahed
Lackean, wkh
threrehou! decedes-of 1P polibies that Buve shifisd sverans

ey Thie Falbr, kept o ding away,

e beavan gp, The sezoml s Jeshe

Dt g cagony rhat jiisd
vt hees the Essues — hewe e baerhed weberehe adentfiss dis
Gipgeatrozipicno of houzing sabsicies inire T8 an heing s
i saibine ba e Whiks 1 Jogse

[l dinpiris s Gl s s oe ol Sie mesl nelable pr s
ADOUT his cAmpAiEn vear Jome 33058 g 0oy mainarean:
_'_r_-u.l'.-:-'.: WU, 1|l¢T.ul|'-'-.' eneriry and Lo el Dor anew
stepiga i Caid the errnzezion with iehs ) the caitinectudn
1I' e Lo wnd Cube s impuctanee ol et U5 TRiees
afl ol Teasg taetasmnarcly ota Adehanistani: Earlyoan; 1
corned o ma thet T rhe L O
TP and TP pisilives, e vins Dl wouulo s 1o e ta
alfor sone restaint mn neolihesal connomiz prlicies. The

p ol B B [

P it wiven e shimilar s

the collapse ol Lebuia Brotlizss, Towever,
n el thie T dilasoma — cvon g1z RE has nad meoanppor
such reslreind vol B mesbion oudrksht e imradizetion Ao,
sivendhe Bash BRI reonrd and its Sack-ofa pan, withim the
pratiarnis eorte sl Qe BP Coule vrlv mevaition sampaian of
demonizing lnhels — thi3wasaneccagie, mot jms un Tndicalig
vl personul reeanzsss,

Jistrilsties af
wehst 25 micant 14 sl

The weusde cluse warlote, matiaalictian, e
wealth, the orhand sozialiam falthomesa

ek

vapilahizm) have beea iibrodassd i the public doair

again, There /s & srning conzedicn an hene: wheat was meunt
as g wrmear o Larivbsh Cbamwnid TP pelicies hazlenesd e

fole A ivreagdation: Aot the m:Evi":n' cidatwaark, ladeed,
iCpmople istehenly wssoiols b with sosializue Loay
iTcrosse the sttractias. Its ase a wonder thal tie BP avonigsd
L weond wvstomutsee, orilievonbd e
inflacitial. Mention musr also 5o mad s

g peidis bess neae
rta prowing change
inceoneepl — the wrroneous wssocialion el by poverinuzn!
witly the DT wliils the BP fas exccllod i 150 a7d
bz maves b, dahi

5 o

Hereoan this discuzaron ol msues; Dl dipress o dwaala
acemiing e medd fozhnles] natore: but which are o fael
crieil b e Tune Boning ol eleeluzal poliics, iFibe desie b
destacrasye snd eapeially i the Fas bot arher crinincs as
will; Doy shenld wop the D amenda, Brl conelcezns
The firsfengoors campaisn finanzs

Lk,
SV hiz voar &5.3 hillsw
wing =poenl by cendidates, purlies soed terdal s i
gampaigns far prasident, Scnane and Hrse, 2 7% mone Hi
R b A e weis el o s |.Ir::-:'|c'll1l-:l| glclicn -
Ol pis renerthes a Sriliaee findraiatng campaton, and

D|g|t|zed by Noolahagmgiigimtiation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



‘MeCain agreed to public financing for the period from
September, and there is no doubt that money affected results.
Obama should now make a priority of getting influence via
moncy out of all national campaigns — there is no legitimate
reason to oppose public financing; he should be the last
candidate to benefit from the present corrupt system. In
addition, it is time that the US government — president and
Congress — established a national voting system for national-
level offices. With so many systems in place, even within
states, people have lost faith in the integrity of the ballot.
Delay in action on this will belie good words about change
and democracy.

The second issue here is the use of opm'on survey resear ch
or polling. While some practitioners do realize the limitations,
opinion polls are used by individuals, groups and the media
to push agendas —to change public opinion, and not to reflect
it. In its perbaps worst form, polling can be used to create
and reinforce negative storcotypes. Tt was seen this year that
polling results were used to give an image of close races: in
Hillary Clinton's attempt to catch up to Obama, and in
McCain's 'narrowing' of the gap with Obama. Results were
also used Lo make crroneous predictions: that supporters of a
defeated Clinton would turn to MeCain; and that women
supporters of Clinton would turn to Sarah Palin. The

pervasiveness of these images, here in Sri Lanka also. was

truly amazing. Itis known that poll results differ depending
~on who is asking the question. For cxample, a question

regarding preference for Obama or McCain finds different
results it the questioner is CNN or Fox. There is also the
problem of the many people who refuse to be polled, and a
new problem of polls that do not call ecll phones in addition
to homes. A long-recognized problem concerns the widely
varying results depending on how a question is worded. And
[inally, the presentation of results without mention of the
built-in margin of crror is simply misleading, but this is
usually what happens. A poll that comes out 50-46%, with a
margin of error of 3%, may actually mean a result of 47-49.
or 48-48, or 49-47 ... With the spread of survey rescarch the
problem is going global, untortunately to be seen in Sri Lanka
also. Priority should be given to avoid use of this method for
propaganda purposes.

With the global economic situation today, we cannot afford
to wallow in stereotypes to the preclusion of issues. The
situation in the US is bad, worse than reported or imagined.
and the effcets of what has been made in the US are spreading
worldwide. Every day there is evidence; one recent statistic
Jumps to mind: in the US. $2 trillion of value has been lost in
people's retirement accounts {which had been invested in the

26

stock market or in bad bonds) — that's one half of value. ™
Out of this cconomic crisis. no doubt, will come a positive
conseguenee in the decrease in US financial power, but the
world 1s in for a long period of greater suffering, and not just
for people in the US.

In such a situation il is certain that sections of the far right.
including religious fundamentalists and white supremacists,
will find more support. Already, this year has illustrated the
split in the RP and conservative movement, mirrored in the
MeCain campaign organization. Old sides are no longer
clear.'?

And it is time to realize that the promotion of old stereotypes
will only serve to strengthen the right. In this context, and
with regard to the US, it is time to discard the myth of the
‘apathetic’ voter, of apathy as the only reason why people do
not vote — voiced by some people while also deriding the
similarity between the DP and RP! It is also time to reject
the derogatory images of pcople from various regions in the
US — one example I heard here comes to mind: a sneering
refercnce to a progressive as a 'white man from the Midwest.

And it is also time to discard the language of skin colour

itself, along with identification by only ethnicity or religion.

| have alrcady heard it said that Obama's win was due to the
minority vote — this is partly true, but generally wrong. If
Obama had lost, no doubt the blame would have been puton
white racism — again, partly true, but gencrally wrong. Thus
do the demonizers perfect the use of the Catch-22. And, since
I have an audience now. I'll use it to make a plea to the citizens
of Sri Lanka, to rcject the stercotype of forcigners as
representing the views of their governments or a country's
policies, or their agendas of dominance and interference. And,

reject the stereotype of certain forcign women. And, reject
the corresponding language of hate, too often used to
marginalize the foreigner in public gatherings.

As itstands, Obama now has a great opportunity to talk about
the issues, the choices and the limitations — to dircetly address
the US public. For this to happen, however, he must, and
unlike the normal DP and RP elite — including the Clintons,
see people as being ready to listen and able to understand.
We will sce how elitist Obama really is, or is not. While the
election of an African American president is an achievement
of both Obama and the US electorate — one that | thought |
would never see in my lifetime, and over which I have cried
— this is not what is most important, Rather, for now. the
political space has been left open, and opened a little morc.
If, however, the US president and Congress continue the

. policy of the permanent war cconomy to achieve US
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