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Pain -- and a Plea 

a commLnt on the 198 4 lection 

by Jeremy Brecher 

It's hard to write about t he 1984 election without pain. 

I ' s bad enough when powerful rulers impose war and de radation 

on the i r people . It feels more hopeless still when the people . of 

a country themselves ratify that i mp osition . The r eele ction of 

Ronald Reagan will constitute an endorsement by the American 

people of his Adm inistration ' s cri m inal attacks on other 

countries and its cruelty to the less fortunate at home . 

Three factors shaped the ballance of forces in this 

election . F irst is the collapse of establis hment liberalism . 

Economic depression and failure in international competition have 

destroyed the traditional industrial economy . Un ion streng th is 

at its lowest ebb in half-a-century ; only about 15 % of worke rs 

are in unions , and many of the m are disaffected from union policy 

and leadership . At the same ti me , t he sector of large ca p ital 

which believed in responsible management of t he national economy 

and social condition has been seriously weakened and politically 

paralyzed . The contradictions in estahlishment liberalism 

r eached the breaking point in the Carter Adm i nis tration , as the 

attempt to manage unmanageable economic and international crises 

led to a public disaffection which Mondale inherits today . 

Second is the rise of the political Ri gh t . The Ri ght was a 

powerful though not dominant fo rce in the Repub lican Pa rty from 

the end of Wo rld Wa r II well into the 1960s, but in the later 

years of the Vietnam war it went into suspended animation . In 



t he l ate 1 9 70s i t s t a rt ed t o r eviv e , bas ed on a va ri e t y of 

c onstituen ci es wh ich r e s ponded wi t h h osti l i t y t o t he ch a n g in g 

r o l e s o f wome n, the de cline o f tr ad itiona l s ex u a l mo res , t he 

e thic of soci a l res pons i b il i t y for t h e poor , the demand s f or 

equality of b l a ck s a nd ot her inor i ti es , a nd t he effort to adap t 

to t he dee l i ne in Arne r i ca ' s mon o poly of worl d po lt ica l , e conomic 

a nd milit a ry powe r . Furt he r mo r e , fo ur yea rs of Rea g an as 

"educ a tor " has i n cu lc a t e d i n a new ge n e r at i o n of y oun g peopl e 

cons e rva tive v a l ue s of i nd ivi dua l e con om ic ad van c eme n t , scorn 

t owa r d t hose who do n ' t c o me out o n to p in lif e ' s ra c e , and a 

nation a li s t be li ef i n Ame ric a ' s mo r a l and mili t ary s u pe ri ority . 

Th ird is Rea gan ' s ab i li t y to wi n ' support among t he major ity 

who a r e no t part of t he Ri gh t and do not s u ppo r t its po lici es . 

Ro n a l d ReaRan knows l e s s about the worl d , bu t mor e abou t t he 

Amer i can p sy che , than a ny Ame rican po l i t i ci an i n mode r n mem ory . 

His l on i:; career of tour in P, t h e Ame ric an h i nt e r lan d as a s peak e r 

and "personality , " comb in ed wi th t he pr ofe ssiona l a cto r ' s ab il i ty 

t o proje ct s incerity , have made it pos s i b l e for h i m to mas sage an 

Ame r ican ego wounde d by i ts c on t act with r eality. Mo s t Ame r i cans 

a r e l es s int e r est e d ri gh t now i n fa irne s s , j us tic e , o r democra cy 

t h a n th ey a r e in havi ng a s tr onR l eader who can a ss ert t he i r 

nat i ona l i n t e r ests i n a wor l d pe rc e iv ed a s dan g e r ou s and 

irr a ti onal ; Re a g an e x l o its t hat desir e b ri ll i ant l y by 

p r es e ntin g h i ms e l f as a TV ve r s i on of s u c h a l eader , wh i le i n 

fa ct s t and i n ?, a l oof f r om any s itua tion wh e re he c an ' t win t he 

k i nd of v icto r y his ove r whe l rn i n powe r a llowed h i m i n Grenada . 

The pr ess , a nd espe ci al l y t he TV net wo r k s , h av e cont ribut ed 

to the r eviva l of America ' s na tiona l is m a nd it s willf ul bl indnes s 
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to r ea lity . Th r ee private net vJ orks cont rol TV news; they a r e 

h i gh l y profit able , bu t also wo rry about their own l e g iti ma c y . 

Well into the Vietnam War, they regarded t hemselve s a s all i es of 

the government , "part of t he team." During the 1970s , as America 

r eact ed to its d isaster of Vi etnam, t he press be gan to fe el some 

r e spo ns i b ilit y t o prov i de critical pe rspectives on g ove r nment 

a ction . But the networks felt tre me ndously vulne rab le in such a 

role , f earing a "patr io t ic" back lash f ro m t he pub ic . Today they 

have r eturned to their previous role a s un critical spo kesmen for 

government policy and c e lebrato rs of the national l eadersh i p. 

Fro m the point of view o f a r ational imperialis m, Reag an ' s 

policies have been a d isaster . The ab ili ty of the U.S. t o i mpose 

its will i n Europe , t he Mid d le East , and Sou t h Amer ic a has 

a lr eady bee n se riously weakened , an d its ability t o co - manage 

wor l d trouble spots with t he Sovi e t Union has been el i mi na te d . 

But rational i mperial ism is only one of the facto r s i nfluenc i ng 

U.S . po li tics , and a t the mo men t ji ngo is m and macho po stur i ng 

s eem to have a l arge r i mpact on pol icy . 

Reaga n ' s po licies are of cours e shot ful l of 

con tr ad icat io ns . There is a li mit to how lon~ th e U. S . can 

susta i n an e conom ic expansion on t he bas is of v a st milit a r y 

spend i nF; f i nanc ed t hrough high - interest borrowing abroad . There 

a r e a lso sha r p l i mits on how effe ctive U. S . mili tary forc e c an 

a c tually be i n suppr essing r eg i mes it dislikes abroad -- th e U.S. 

was he lpless aga inst Islam ic and l ~f tist currents in Lebanon , and 

in f our years Rea a n has been unab l e to "clean out" Nica r agua or 

El Salvado r . Fu tur e econom ic and internationa l fa ilures are 

3 



inevitable. But so far Rea an , far from being hurt by failures , 

has been ab le to capitalize on them . 

Reagan will he far more dangerous in a second term . He has 

created a popu lar base for a renewed and expanded Ame rican 

i nterventionism . He has undermined every form of oppos ition to 

h i s policies , and has lai d t h e basis fo r a much mo r e repressive 

reg i me through administrative and court appointments and a 

revival of domest ic surveillance by the FBI , CIA , and military 

i ntelligence agencies. There are few li mits on what he may try 

to do other than a vague popular war iness of be co ming entan led 

in a bloody forei gn involvement like Vietnam . 

As an American , I can only end with a plea . European 

opposition to U. S . nu cl ear weap ons , domination o f ATO , 

interventionis m, and i n t ernati c n1 l bullying is one of t he few 

f orces that c an limit Reagan ' s dep radations . The European 

d is a r mament mo ve ment has been a pr i me force a ctivating t he ant i­

Reagan i te peace movement in th e U. S . And the fear of loss of 

U.S . he g e mony in Europe mak es the more rational ele men ts in the 

Ame ric an establ is hment wa ry of Reag an ' s ad venturism. As " the 

last b loody re mnant" strugg le here aga i nst the sanctification of 

greed and milit ar is m, we will look for our inspir a tion and our 

co mfort to those European s who li kew ise refuse to go a lon g with 

the Reaganite juggernaut . 

October 3 1, 1984 
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