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                                   NEO-LIBERALS & /or DEMOCRATS

Bruce et al,

Permit me a few remarks prompted by Jean-Pierre Lehmann's comments.
1) It may be correct that there are adverse effects from "bringing moral and
political issues into the trade debate."
>But it far more dangerous to separate the trade debate from the wider
discourse on socio-economic outcomes of globalization and public policy driven
by neo-liberal orthodoxy.  Too often, (and this is not true of Prof Lehmann)
free trade and the supposedly stability of financial markets is the starting
point, reference points, and end point of these discussions.  For an egregious
example, see Larry Summers op ed in the Financial Times December 10, 2006.
Growing discontent over widening wealth disparities, helped along - as in the
US and UK - by 'business friendly' agendas, is the overriding issue not because
it can lead to disturbances in the otherwise well-ordered workings of the world
economy but because it is unfair, bad economics (after all, we've been through
this circa 1890, 1920s), and worse social philosophy.  Conjectured 'roiling' of
financial markets because the Bush tax give-away is withdrawn expresses a crude
moral calculus and flawed economic logic.  (Somehow these markets weren't
roiled when trillions were transferred away from the mass of consumers to the
rich; the former now indebted over their heads).
2)  Just how far out of joint the American political discourse on all this has
become is evinced by the intellectual/philosophical underpinnings of the
newfound Hamilton Project at Brookings.  The views expressed by Robert Rubin
and Larry Summers make it clear that their thinking is to the 'right' of every
single major party in Western Europe. (Who, over there, would dream up the idea
of privatizing unemployment insurance? ) Yet, they still enjoy the cachet of
being the Democratic 'opposition' to the Republicans.  Any skepticism about
this assertion will be dissipated, I believe, by reading the Summers piece in
the FT.  There, he vents his keen anxiety that the (admitted) income gap could
lead to populist pressure to take unenlightened government action.  In this
category, he places "changes to the rate structure" of taxes.  What does he
offer? an end to audit "disproportionately the tax returns of those in the
bottom half of the income distribution."  Marie Antoinette couldn't have put it
any better; in fact she didn't.  He rejects out of hand anything that doesn't
"go with the grain of the market system."  Wasn't that the argument in the
1930s against the New Deal?  Who decides how that grain runs and what will
dislocate it?

3) The free market is not the embodiment of Divine virtue; nor is the
corporation our talisman.  Summers concludes by proclaiming: "In the years
ahead, this question (what can you do for your country?) will be put with
increasing force to US corporations.  A great deal depends on the vigour with
which it is answered" So, our destiny as a people is hostage to the good
intentions and enlightened behavior of corporations.  God save us! Since the
neo-libs have abandoned government, there is no other recourse.

4) If we needed any further proof that neo-liberalism has become a religious
dogma, an orthodoxy ensconced within an elaborate network of institutions, there
is the beatification of Milton Friedman.  The absurdity of this performance -
intellectual, philosophical, moral - will live on as a marker of our times.
