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There will be ghastly consequences for the United States
and the wider world if Congress and the President do not
come to an agreement about deficit reduction

Earlier this month Barack Obama was re-elected as President of the United States, granting
him four more years in office. But why did the 2012 election turn out the way it did and what
does the result mean in policy terms? Professor Theodore Marmor FBA explains why the
nature of American governance means political stalemate is the most likely outcome of the
election, but that Congress and the President will have to work together to save America
from the “fiscal cliff” that is fast approaching.

The most obvious f eature of  the 2012 elections – f or US cit izens – were the seemingly
endless length of  the campaigns, the hostile nature of  the campaign’s television ads, and the vacuity of
most of  what was called policy debates between the two Presidential candidates. But, f or those viewing
f rom England, the question might well be why was that the case and what implications do the elections
f oreshadow f or America’s governance.

To understand why the elections took the f orm they did requires attention to two f eatures of  the
American polit ical landscape – the dispersal of  authority in its institutional design and the changing
nature of  the American electorate. The 2012 Presidential election prompted elation f rom Barack Obama’s
supporters, but his re-election settled none of  the policy issues that seemingly divided the two
candidates. And that is because American elections seldom produce policy majorit ies capable of  bold
shif ts in public policy. The courts, the Congress, and the President’s executive branches share authority
and inf luence, with decisive shif ts in control rare. Even when, as in 2008, the same Democratic Party
controlled the House, Senate and the Presidency, two thirds of  the Senate did not owe their seats to
that election and whips in both Houses had to bargain with members who did not share the President’s
priorit ies. In policy terms, then, the only two things settled by the 2012 elections are: the President can be
counted on to veto any repeal of  the health ref orm legislation of  2010 and the Democratic Senate can be
counted upon to resist ef f orts in the Republican House of  Representatives to protect high income
Americans f rom increases in their taxes.

The Presidential election itself  – with Obama winning the popular vote by 50 to 48 percent and with 332
Electoral College votes against the 207 f or Romney – could be plausibly described in two seemingly
contradictory ways. As biographer Ron Suskind wrote in the New York Times on November 8th, “A close
vote by a split electorate has handed President Obama a second term …to preside over a divided
nation.” Or, as Times columnists Gail Collins concluded on the same day, “now the presidential race is
settled, Obama won… [surely] everybody will be ready to move f orward.” In f act, Suskind is describing the
reality and Collins is treating the result ironically. The truth is that stalemate was returned by the
elections of  2012, with no substantial change f rom the balance of  power and hostility that prompted the
nastiness of  the campaign in the f irst place. (Another contributing f actor was the powerf ul role played by
the evangelical and anti- tax constituents in the Republican Party primaries, which widened the gap
between Democrats and Republicans in the last six months of  the campaign.)

Millions of  words have been written and spoken about how this election would and did turn out. But an
obvious causal f actor in the result is the increased prominence of  Hispanic voters in several of  the
states whose results would determine whether Obama would win or lose. So, in Nevada, Florida, and
Virginia, Hispanics and urban working class voters turned out in great numbers, bolstered by Af rican-
American backers of  the Presidency. And, in Ohio, Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota, union workers,
f amilies of  recent immigrants, and women returned the Democrats to of f ice. Of  course, other f actors
mattered in particular places – as with the Indiana and Missouri Senate races where evangelical
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Republican candidates deeply of f ended women with bizarre comments on rape, abortion, and birth
control. But the overwhelmingly obvious point is that the election drew on distinctions of  ethnicity, race,
class and gender that were obvious bef ore November and worked out in November as predicted by the
Obama campaign.

The implications f or policy are anything but clear, however. On health ref orm, it is settled only that the
repeal, candidate Romney sometimes talked about, is not on. But, then, that outcome was never likely.
More importantly, the exceedingly complex ref orm legislation will now go through a much delayed process
of  implementation. Will Medicaid expansion, central to the ef f ort to universalize health insurance, be
hindered by the Supreme Court’s decision to limit that capacity? Will the cost control programs of  the
ref orm – through prevention, use of  electronic health records, new payment policies – prove to be as
weak as health policy experts have predicted? And what will happen to the threatened stalemate over
taxes, expenditures, and def icits that has marked the last two years of  American polit ics? Will Social
Security retirement pensions be linked to the def icit again despite the program’s irrelevance to that
problem? The answer is that no one knows with any certainty.

What is clear is that a game of  “Chicken Litt le” is being played, with ghastly results predicted if  the
Congress and the President do not come to an agreement about def icit reduction bef ore the country
jumps of f  the so-called “f iscal clif f ” on December 31st. Most of  you will not understand what that clif f
describes, but then most Americans do not as well. Just think of  it as a f rightening legislated possibility –
and hence a prod to get the institutions of  American government to work.

This art icle originally appeared on the Brit ish Academy Policy Centre’s website as a Policy
Perspectives piece.

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of the British Politics and Policy blog, nor
of the London School of Economics. Please read our comments policy before posting.
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