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It  is  toward  the  end  of  August,  2012,  and  I  am  observing  the  presidential
campaign as it warms up to the Republican National Convention.

It is certainly disappointing, if not at all surprising, that the American public is
unable to keep perspective on the events of the last four years.  Unfortunately
this  same shortsightedness underlies much of  the conservatives’  criticism of
Obama in his first term.  One approach these conservative critics [e.g. essay by
Niall  Ferguson,  Newsweek,  August  27,  2012]  take is  to  call  attention to the
“promises” of  Obama in his inaugural address and his failure to achieve his
announced goals.  While this approach in critique may on the face of it seem
fair, it totally fails to consider the conditions that Obama confronted within the
first  few months  of  his  presidency.   When the very integrity  of  the  national
financial  system was threatened, the conditions that  Obama assumed would
apply in his inaugural and that could have supported the attainment of his goals,
disappeared.  Virtually all  of his attention for  the first  year and a half  of  his
presidency was focused on salvaging the fiscal integrity of the nation as well as
staving off  a very real  potential,  worldwide collapse of  international  markets,
which could have easily led to a second great depression.

Yes, Obama’s economic team together with Congress made some mistakes in
having to too rapidly design the bailouts of the culprit investment banks, which
are primarily responsible for bringing Americans and the developed world this
debacle.   But  the fact  is  that  Obama led a successful  and sustained set  of
actions  that  left  us  with  only  a  significant  recession,  not  a  true  economic
depression,  which  would  have  been  a  full-on  CATASTROPHE.   For  his
achievement  in  salvaging  something  as  essential  as  the  American  financial
system, Obama deserves to be credited with hero status, but the critics and
most Americans fail  to recognize this most important success.  Instead, they
focus on and are disappointed by a “recovery” that they regard as being too
slow.  Imagine what a recovery would look like if we had entered a worldwide
depression!!  Keeping perspective is not the strength of the American public,
and the pundit critics take full advantage of this, shine their selective light on the
slow recovery, and make Obama “somehow” centrally responsible. 
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Yes, Obama had a Democratic majority in Congress his first two years in office,
but the supermajority requirement in the Senate to pass virtually any substantial
legislation was sufficient for the Republican minority to block most of Obama’s
agenda.  Just look at the effect of this minority in the health care debate and the
watered down version of the law that was finally passed.  No wonder that law
looks  almost  identical  to  RomneyCare,  which  this  political  chameleon  once
heralded as a template for a national health care law but is now trying to paint in
the form of ObamaCare as worthy of repeal.

If Obama made a serious mistake in his first two years in office, it was that he
naively assumed that in the face of very strong public criticism of Congress in
2008  for  its  gridlock  Republicans  would  support  bipartisan  efforts  to  reach
compromise  on  proposed  legislation.   No  such  luck;  and  the  advent  and
success of the extreme right, anti-government Tea Party in the 2008 election
simply assured that gridlock would become more extreme in Obama’s second
two years.

So, is it Obama’s fault that he could not deliver on his inaugural “promises?”
Hardly!   And  the  very  notion  that  inaugural  pronouncements  constitute
“promises” rather than merely a statement of goals is simply political posturing,
definitely unbecoming of academics like Ferguson.  Presidents are executive
implementers who can only suggest policy direction.  Congress makes the laws.
If  Congress  does  not  take  the  direction  the  President  offers,  it  is  not
fundamentally his fault!

In the current circumstance, one of the significant facts that gets overlooked by
the public and most critics is that in spite of the majority of families moving to
both spouses contributing to household income, the American middle class has
experienced a flat economic condition for the last 25 years as economic growth
and  investment  has  been  focused  elsewhere  in  developing  countries.   The
Great  Recession  of  Obama’s  first  term  just  highlighted  and  amplified  the
frustration of Americans with this long-term condition of economic stagnation.
Indeed, it  has served to turn frustration into anger.   Unfortunately,  an angry
citizenry is ripe for  those [Tea Party]  who would identify an easy scapegoat
[government] as the target rather than direct attention to the actual but more
difficult sources of these middle class problems [the effects to standard of living
due  to  the  shift  to  a  competitive  world  economy;  out  sourcing;  inadequate
regulation  of  investment  banks  in  size,  products,  and  accounting;  and  the
collusion of rating agencies in assessing financial products].

If  Obama  and  the  Democrats  failed  the  American  public  during  his  first
presidential  term it  was in believing in bipartisanship and not supporting the
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Occupy  Wall  Street  Movement,  which  at  least  initially  identified  one  of  the
proper targets for public anger over the effects of the recession – the greed of
investment bankers and the 1% beneficiaries.   Instead, the Democrats mostly
sat on their hands and let the Tea Party first bluster and then take over the
media stage and finally push the Republican Party even further right.

Apart from the scapegoating that so readily is the response to pervasive anger,
why do we humans, even some experts and academics, fail to keep the longer
term and big picture in mind?  In spite of the claim we make as modern humans
to be able to plan for the long term, we actually rarely do so.  Biologically and
from an evolutionary standpoint, we humans are fundamentally presentistic with
a focus on our immediate circumstances.  We only briefly engage in either past
reflection or anticipatory planning when we take occasional time-outs to think
beyond our present and immediate context.  Humans have had to be this way
for 99% of our history because most of that time we have had to avoid the
immediate threats of either predation, starvation, or conquest.  Only in the last
5,000 years have humans developed the conditions in complex societies that
permit at least some individuals and groups to engage in sustained long-term
reflection, thinking and planning.

Humans  have  the  ability  to  sustain  the  long  and  broad  view,  but  it  takes
commitment and effort to do so.  Given the extremely serious kinds of social,
economic, political, and environmental challenges that humans currently face on
a  worldwide  scale,  we  need at  least  our  leaders  to  dedicate  themselves to
making  this  commitment  and  effort.   And  our  physical,  natural,  and  social
scientists must model this commitment and effort and promote this perspective
in the decision making process of  our  leaders.   Social  science experts who
frame  or  assist  in  framing  statements  of  partial  truths  to  serve  the  narrow
interests  of  political  parties  and  candidates  demean  themselves  and  their
professional status and do a disservice to their country.

Major failures in correctly assessing the Obama record to date result from both
public and “expert”  shortsightedness and the propensity for avoiding the real
sources of our problems by engaging in scapegoating.  Unfortunately the effect
of  these  failures  is  compounded by a  more general  failing  in  awareness,  a
failing even characteristic of most social scientists.  This is the awareness of the
long-term trend in human societies toward ever greater and greater integration
and  the  consequence  this  trend  has  for  identifying  the  appropriate  overall
direction for public social policy.  It is this trend toward increased integration that
is evidenced in the long-term development of human societies from bands of
hunter gathers, to tribes of combined bands, to alliances of tribes, to settled
chiefdoms,  to  city  states,  to  nations  states,  to  empires,  to  international
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confederations.  We are currently on the cusp of moving toward completing the
major  complexity  shift  in  the  human  community  to  true  internationalism.
Beginning evidence for this shift is to be seen in the formation of the World
Trade Organization, United Nations, and European Union.

Why is this trend so important?  It is very likely that humans will not be able to
sustain their civilized state and address the consequences of pressing resource
limits and the effects of a 9 billion population of humans on the world ecosystem
unless we achieve a much more significant  level  of  international  integration.
Each  nation  continuing  to  pursue  its  own  self-interests  [much  less  each
individual within nations struggling to provide for all of his or her needs] will not
get us where we need to go.  This last Great Recession clearly displays the fact
that  the nations of  the world are already so intimately interrelated that  what
happens to one has very significant effects on most others.

How  does  this  issue  relate  to  political  choices  in  the  current  presidential
campaign?  Of the two parties, the Republicans focus on individual and national
self-interest  and  self-sufficiency,  while  the  Democrats  are  more  oriented  to
social  and  communal  benefit.   In  the  dynamic  that  exists  between  the  two
parties, we get the conservative “hold the line” or retreat perspective on further
social integration [fear of communal or governmental involvement or control in
individual  lives]  and  the  progressive  or  liberal  position  that  points  to  the
desirability of citizens relying more and more on community as the source to
assure that their needs will be met and that their security will be provided for –
the orientation toward greater integration.  When it comes to increased social
integration, the Republicans would hold the line or retreat while the Democrats
would at least support moves that lead in the direction of further integration –
first at the national level and then at the international level.  As diminished as
both major parties are presently by the horrendously negative effects of money
in politics, the Democrats in ideology and policy still are more in tune with the
overall trend toward increased integration among human groups than are the
Republicans.  As Americans, we must realize that whom we support and elect
to national  office has ramification far  beyond our  shores and our  immediate
concern with who can best bring our country out of the current recession, a
recession  brought  to  us  by  the  greed  of  an  excessively  individualistic
perspective at both the individual and corporate levels.

Conclusion:  In my view, we Americans need to be guided by an inclusive and
time deep perspective and awareness as we assess any significant  national
issue, especially one as important as whom we elect to national office.  If we
can  commit  to  this  perspective,  we  can  both  reject  the  easy  responses  of
scapegoating and recognize the fallacies and half-truths inherent in all kinds of
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spin pronouncements.  In addition, as both Americans and humans, it  is my
position that we buck the pervasive integration trend among societies at our
peril.   But  if  we  demand  a  fully  reflective  and  responsible  awareness  of
ourselves,  we  can  put  ourselves  in  a  position  to  support  public  policy  and
candidates for office that are in line with this long-term trend toward greater
social  integration  across  all  social  scales  and  to  reject  the  reactionary
orientation to self-interest  and excessive individualism.  If  we fail  to make a
decided commitment in this direction,  we risk not  being able to address the
complex of major challenges that currently lie before the human species at a
global scale.
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