
any observers have claimed that the 
Ooama administration, as Rart 
of efforts to dismantle the Bush era 

politics of fear, is in the process of dissipating national security anxieties by reversing many of 
the existing exceptional ami-terrorist measures, but without changing anything fundamental at bottom. 
This interpretation finds support in the fact that although the left wing of rhe Democratic Party, activisrs 
and rhose movements based on the libertarian culture of the Interner that propelled Obama's candidacy to 
the fore, there is little evidence for claiming rhat Obama actively shares their progressive politics as a 
whole. One has only to recall that during the campaign he lent his new political prestige to repressive 
legislation authorizing the expansive surveillance of citizens, the individual tight to own handguns 
and the death penalty for rapists of cnildren. And if in his inaugural address he rejected once again the politics 
of fear, called for the return to social solidarity and denounced rhe financial abuses ofWall Street, he 
has since underscored his will to pursue a military campaign against terrorist organizations (especially in 
Afghanistan), to argue for preventive, indefinite detention of terrorist suspects with no judicial review, 
and to retain the broad surveillance powers recently conferred on the executive branch. Moreover, he has 
opposed the idea of prosecuting those responsible for illegal measures of exception or those implicated 
in the great financial scandals (from Enron and Iraq to New Orleans and Wall Street). Finally, the great 
majority of the new members of his cabinet are former advisors of the Clinton administrarion and represent 
the right wing of the Democratic Party (closely connected to the Democratic Leadership Council), or 
come directly from the business world responsible for rhe current economic crisis. That said, we must not 
forget that in his first days in office Obama promulgated new ethical guidelines concerning lobbying, 
moved to close the Guanra.namo prison and the nerwork of secret CIA prisons abroad, renounced the use 
of torture (with qualifications) and committed himself to withdrawing u.s. forces from Iraq. 

In the end, it is difficult to see now the adminiStration and Congress, with its Democratic majorities, 
will reverse rhe public culrure of intimidation and bullying and impose a new politics of respect without first 
eforming existing legal and administrative structures thar have founded and underwritren the pervasive 
presence of violence in daily life. In fact, the national experience of the last 30 years of the de-democratization 
of political institutions and the workplace have left sensibilities raw and people in a state of profound 
insecurity, and it will be tne task of our political leaders to calm and reassure them. Dismantling this culture 
will require a political struggle led by the same progressive forces that mobilized against the Iraq War and 
the Bush administration and took heart in Obama's candidacy. Only such a struggle will allow these forces 
to prevail upon otherwise reluctant Democratic politicians to launch a series of fundamental reforms. 
By taking advantage of the current economic crisis that has discredited free-market doctrines and practices, 
such reforms would render possible a strict regulation of the private sector (governing financial markets 
and the ownership of media monopolies in particular) whose prerogatiVes have legitimized and developed 
the culture of intimidation since 1980; the creation of national health insurance, the absence of which 
has rendered the working population politically weak and economically vulnerable; a reaffirmation of workers' 
and women's rights; renewed support of public services; protection of consumers and immigrants; the 
dismantling of the u.s. p~ison system and support of public education. This will be a long road, but without 
such an undertaking the United States, which faces its worst economic crisis for several generations, wi11 
run the risk of seeing the hopes for reform and social solidarity raised during the last elections turn into a well 
of resentment and fear that vengeful right-wing politicians have already begun to foment and exploit to 
theit advantage. _ 
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