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ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ISSUES IN THE SECOND TERM
OF BARACK OBAMA °

The article identifies and analyzes in detail the key social and economic issues for contempo-
rary American society, comparing the differences in priorities in attitudes between political parties’
sympathizers and by social groups.
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Kapona fAnac, Pynonsd Kyxapumuk
EKOHOMIYHI I COIIAJIBHI ITMTAHHA IT1J1 YAC IPYT'OI'O
IMPESUJTEHTCBKOI'O TEPMIHY BAPAKA OBAMMUM

Y cmammi ioenmucpixoearo ma demaavbHo npoanaiz06ano couiaibHo-eKOHOMIMHI npobae-
MU, KL € KAIOHOGUMU 0451 CYHACHO20 AMEPUKAHCOK020 cycniabemea. Busnaveno piznuuto 6 npio-
pumemax ma CMAagAeHHAX MIXNC RPUXUALHUKAMYU PI3HUX NOAIMUMHUX napmiil ma mixc couiats-
HuMuU epynamu.
Karouoei caosa: CIIIA; bapax Obama; couianbHo-eKoHOMIuHI npobaemu,; cepeoriil KAac,; 0XOpoHa
30008 1.
Puc. 3. Taba. 3. Jlim. 16.

Kapona fnac, Pynonsd Kyxapumuk
DKOHOMMUNYECKHUE U COIIUAJIbHBIE BOITPOCBHI BO BPEMA
BTOPOI'O ITPE3UJIEHTCKOT'O CPOKA BAPAKA OBAMBbI

B cmamve udenmugpuuuposanvt u demaavHo npoanaiu3UPoBaHvl COUUAALHO-IKOHOMUYE-
cKue npobaemol, Komopole 6AI0MCsL KAIOMEGbIMU 0451 COBPEMEHHO020 AMEPUKAHCK020 00uie-
cmea. Onpedeaenst pazautus 6 NPUOPUMEMAX U OMHOUEHUAX MeXHCOY CIOPOHHUKAMU PA3HBIX
HOAUMUMECKUX Napmuii u mMexcoy COUUaIbHbIMU CPYRNAMU.

Karouesvie caosa: CIIA; Bapax Obama; coyuanrvbHo-3K0HOMUMeCKUe npobaembl; CpeOHUll Kaacc,
30pasooxpaxerue.

Introduction. The United States were the only hegemon in the world politics
after the Cold war. The reasons were obvious — triumph in the Cold war, geography,
economic power, innovations in technology, propaganda, cultural impacts, the abili-
ty to justify and promote the so-called universal values. The period of presidency of
the predecessor Barack Obama — George W. Bush was described by unilateralism,
erosion of trust by some European partners, readiness for preemptive action, rejec-
tion of multilateralism, controversial position to international laws and international
institutions (UNSC).

Barack Obama came into office in 2009, during the global economic crisis. The
United States took part in two wars in Iraq and in Afghanistan; the trust to the United
States and their steps was at the historical minimum.

And although foreign activities were visible, Americans struggling with the glo-
bal crisis impacts, recession and growing unemployment were more interested in
domestic (mainly) economic issues.
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Literature review. The basic sources for the paper were political platforms of rele-
vant political parties (Democrats, Republicans, The State of Union Address),
research results of relevant poll agencies (Pew, Gallup) as well as opinions of relevant
scholars (Adaskova, 2013; Brzezinski, 2004; Cech, 2011; Kazansky, 2008; Nye,
2009).

The purpose of the study. The main objective is to identify key social and eco-
nomic issues for contemporary American society. The article also analyzes and com-
pares different views of relevant political parties’ sympathizers and proposes views of
relevant scholars on future position of the United States in the world politics.

The main results. During the last 25 years the world was confronted with presi-
dencies of 4 US presidents — George Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, Barack
Obama — two republicans, two democrats. Each of them performed his own political
vision, proposals; each of them faced international conflicts arena (Kazansky, 2008).
The United States took part in wars in Iraq, Somalia, former Yugoslavia, and
Afghanistan. They tried to solve the Middle East crisis, to fortify old alliances and
create the new ones. The economic and military power seemed to be unbeatable.

Is the world with American hegemony safer than 25 years ago? Hard to say. The
world is different. The United States are still the most powerful country — in military
as well as in economy sphere. But there emerged new powers that must not be mar-
ginalized — China, Russia, India, European Union, Brazil etc. (Adaskova, 2013;
Kucharcik, 2012, 2013).

Economic and social issues are integral part of everyday politics in all countries
including the United States. When a country is facing serious problems, they affect
mainly middle and low classes. During the last 5 years relevant part of the society has
seen its live standard worsening — in 2008 25% of the Americans identified themselves
as lower class — in 2014 it was 40% of them. For middle (and upper) classes the trend
is reverse — in 2008 21% of the Americans thought they are part of upper class — and
in 2014 it was 15% of them. In 2008 53% of the Americans identified themselves as
middle class — in 2014 only 44% of them (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Class self-identification in the United States, % (www.pewresearch.org)
The second problem in the social sphere is the long-term problem of people
being below poverty line (Figure 2).
In reality no government is able to find the solution as the portion of the society
below poverty line seems to be roughly same for about 30 years. The critical number
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of about 20% in 1963 declined to 11% in 1973 but looking to figures in 1983, 1993,
2013 — it is still about 15% (only in 2003 it was less than 13%).
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Figure 2. Population below poverty line, % (www.census.gov)

The major precondition for improving the living standards of citizens is of course
real GDP growth (reaching more than 3%). Although Barack Obama's administra-
tion numbers were not worse than those of i.e. Japan or Germany (Figure 3) they were
not good enough.
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Figure 3. GDP rates, % (data.worldbank.org)

Looking at social, political and economic priorities of American society it is evi-
dent that social and economic issues are the most important ones. Comparing (Table
1) them it is visible that 75% of the Americans thinKk it is still necessary to strengthen
national economy (in 2013 it was 86%). More than half of them (in 2013 and in 2015)
mention among the key issues improving job situation, improving educational sys-
tem, making social security system sound, reducing budget deficit, and healthcare
costs, making Medicare system sound, dealing with problems of the poor and needy.

The situation is little different comparing the attitudes of sympathizers of
Republicans, Democrats or Independents. For Republicans the top priorities are
(Table 2): terrorism, economy, budget deficit, job situation, social security (only for
40% of them it is the priority to solve problems of the poor and needy). Democrats
among their priorities include (Table 2) education, economy, job situation, terrorism,
poor and needy, healthcare. Independents see as the top problems (Table 2) to solve
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economic problems, terrorism, social security, deficit, education, Medicare (poor
and needy problems are important for 52% of them).

Table 1. Top Priorities for American Society (www.pewresearch.org)

Topic 2013 2015
Defending the country from terrorism 71 76
Strengthening the economy 86 75
Improving job situation 79 67
Improving educational system 70 67
Making social security system sound 70 66
Reducing budget deficit 72 64
Reducing healthcare costs 63 64
Making Medicare system sound 65 61
Reducing crime 55 57
Dealing with problems of the poor and needy 57 55

Table 2. Priorities of Republicans/Democrats/Independents
(www.pewresearch.org, 2015)

Republicans Democrats Independents
87% Terrorism 77% Education 75% Economy
75% Economy 74% Economy 74% Terrorism
72% Budget deficit 72% Job situation 70% Social Security
71% Military 71% Terrorism 68% Deficit
70% Job situation 70% Poor and needy 67% Education
65% Social Security 70% Healthcare 67% Medicare

Clear differences in the priorities is also observed when comparing youngsters
and older part of the society (Table 3). For youngsters it is necessary to solve educa-
tion system problems, improving job situation, fight terrorism and crime. On the
other hand, the older have their priorities in the following order — terrorism, natio-
nal economy, job situation, social security system, healthcare issues.

Table 3. Priorities of Young vs. Older (www.pewresearch.org, 2015)

Young

Older

74% Educational system

849% Terrorism

73% National economy

73% National economy

69% Improving job situation

71% Improving job situation

69% Terrorism

69% Social security system

61% Reducing crime

68% Medicare/Health system issues

Economic and social issues perception was analyzed by political parties’ leaders
and presented in their platforms before elections 2012 and 2014. Comparing and
summarizing them into proposals and marketing slogans (Lincenyi, 2011) the parties
suggest the following solutions for economic recession:

- Democrats: the best way to grow the economy is from the top down, rebuild-
ing middle class security, putting Americans back to work, Obamacare, Middle class
tax cuts, stabilizing the housing market, standing up for workers, Wall Street reform,
and human rights protection (Moving America Forward, 2012).
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- Republicans: getting Americans back to work, simplification of tax system,
protecting taxpayers: no more "Too Big to Fail", support for small business and entre-
preneurship, support for American competitiveness, balancing the budget, rebuilding
homeownership, opposing Obamacare (We believe in America, 2012).

Conclusion. The absolute power of the United States of America is declining.
According to (Nye, 2009) today’s world resembles a three-dimensional chess game.
On the top chessboard, military power is largely unipolar, and the US is likely to
remain the only superpower for some time. On the middle chessboard, economic
power has already been multi-polar for more than a decade, with the US, Europe,
Japan, and China as major players, and others gaining importance. The bottom
chessboard is the realm of cross-border transactions that occur outside the govern-
ment control. It includes diverse non-state actors, such as bankers electronically
transferring sums larger than most national budgets, and, at the other extreme, ter-
rorists transferring weapons or hackers threatening cyber-security. It also includes
new challenges like pandemics and climate change. Zbigniew Brzezinski in his book
"Choice" wrote that global hegemony of the US belonged to previous life. But in poli-
tics as in life generally everything fades. Finally (maybe not right now) American
hegemony would be over (Brzezinski, 2004).

Despite the discussion about the current role of the country in the world politics,
economy matters. President Barack Obama in his 2015 State of Union speech high-
lighted some topics. Will the US accept an economy where only a few do spectacu-
larly well? Is it prepared to commit to an economy that generates rising incomes and
chances for everyone who makes the effort? He pointed out that the Unites States is
the only advanced country on the Earth that doesn't guarantee paid sick leave or paid
maternity leave to workers and that the United States as a country where too many
bright, striving Americans are priced out of education they need (Obama, 2015).

Some of the issues mentioned in the speech were evaluated by the public imme-
diately and the answers to some of them are as follows (Gallup, 2015): Raising the
minimum wage from 7.25 USD to 9 USD (76% of the Americans are in favor). Laws
to strengthen unions (35% of the Americans agree and 27% prefer less influence).
Increased spending on infrastructure in order to create jobs (72%). Reform tax code
for working/middle class (49% think that middle class pay too much and 61% think
that upper class pay too little).

The character of the questions and the answers prove that American society is
not an exception — it is solving the issues that are typical for developed countries of
the second decade of the 21st century. It is up to political representatives to offer the
solutions acceptable for the majority and on the other hand to offer solutions that are
the real basis for continual growth of living standards in the future.
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