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These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø
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After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø
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J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø
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T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø
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These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø
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After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø

DAVID BROOKS
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College athletics and the
formation of character. 

By Ishmael Reed

OAKLAND, Calif.

J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø

Fade to White

Ishmael Reed is the author of the forth-
coming “Barack Obama and the Jim
Crow Media.”

The racism at the heart
of ‘Precious.’

By Deborah Blum

MADISON, Wis.

T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø

GRADY MCFERRIN

Will Science Take the Field?

For 80 years, the N.F.L.
ignored concussion data. 

Deborah Blum, a professor of science
journalism at the University of Wiscon-
sin, is the author of the forthcoming
“Poisoner’s Handbook: Murder and the
Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz Age
New York.’’
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These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN
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After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø
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J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø

Fade to White

Ishmael Reed is the author of the forth-
coming “Barack Obama and the Jim
Crow Media.”

The racism at the heart
of ‘Precious.’

By Deborah Blum

MADISON, Wis.

T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø

GRADY MCFERRIN

Will Science Take the Field?

For 80 years, the N.F.L.
ignored concussion data. 

Deborah Blum, a professor of science
journalism at the University of Wiscon-
sin, is the author of the forthcoming
“Poisoner’s Handbook: Murder and the
Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz Age
New York.’’
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These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø
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After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø
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College athletics and the
formation of character. 

By Ishmael Reed

OAKLAND, Calif.

J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø

Fade to White

Ishmael Reed is the author of the forth-
coming “Barack Obama and the Jim
Crow Media.”

The racism at the heart
of ‘Precious.’

By Deborah Blum

MADISON, Wis.

T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø

GRADY MCFERRIN
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For 80 years, the N.F.L.
ignored concussion data. 
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sin, is the author of the forthcoming
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Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz Age
New York.’’
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These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø
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After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø
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OAKLAND, Calif.

J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø

Fade to White

Ishmael Reed is the author of the forth-
coming “Barack Obama and the Jim
Crow Media.”

The racism at the heart
of ‘Precious.’

By Deborah Blum

MADISON, Wis.

T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø

GRADY MCFERRIN

Will Science Take the Field?

For 80 years, the N.F.L.
ignored concussion data. 

Deborah Blum, a professor of science
journalism at the University of Wiscon-
sin, is the author of the forthcoming
“Poisoner’s Handbook: Murder and the
Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz Age
New York.’’
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These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø
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After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø
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J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø

Fade to White

Ishmael Reed is the author of the forth-
coming “Barack Obama and the Jim
Crow Media.”

The racism at the heart
of ‘Precious.’

By Deborah Blum

MADISON, Wis.

T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø

GRADY MCFERRIN

Will Science Take the Field?

For 80 years, the N.F.L.
ignored concussion data. 

Deborah Blum, a professor of science
journalism at the University of Wiscon-
sin, is the author of the forthcoming
“Poisoner’s Handbook: Murder and the
Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz Age
New York.’’
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These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

Fiscal 
Scare 
Tactics

What’s 
behind 

deficit hysteria?

After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø

DAVID BROOKS
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College athletics and the
formation of character. 

By Ishmael Reed

OAKLAND, Calif.

J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø

Fade to White

Ishmael Reed is the author of the forth-
coming “Barack Obama and the Jim
Crow Media.”

The racism at the heart
of ‘Precious.’

By Deborah Blum

MADISON, Wis.

T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø

GRADY MCFERRIN

Will Science Take the Field?

For 80 years, the N.F.L.
ignored concussion data. 

Deborah Blum, a professor of science
journalism at the University of Wiscon-
sin, is the author of the forthcoming
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Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz Age
New York.’’

Nxxx,2010-02-05,A,025,Bs-BW,E1

N A25OP-EDTHE NEW YORK TIMES FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 5, 2010

These days it’s hard to pick up a
newspaper or turn on a news program
without encountering stern warnings
about the federal budget deficit. The
deficit threatens economic recovery,
we’re told; it puts American economic
stability at risk; it will undermine our
influence in the world. These claims
generally aren’t stated as opinions, as
views held by some analysts but dis-
puted by others. Instead, they’re re-
ported as if they were facts, plain and
simple.

Yet they aren’t facts. Many econo-
mists take a much calmer view of budg-
et deficits than anything you’ll see on
TV. Nor do investors seem unduly con-
cerned: U.S. government bonds contin-
ue to find ready buyers, even at histori-
cally low interest rates. The long-run
budget outlook is problematic, but
short-term deficits aren’t — and even
the long-term outlook is much less
frightening than the public is being led
to believe.

So why the sudden ubiquity of deficit
scare stories? It isn’t being driven by
any actual news. It has been obvious for
at least a year that the U.S. government
would face an extended period of large
deficits, and projections of those deficits
haven’t changed much since last sum-
mer. Yet the drumbeat of dire fiscal

warnings has grown vastly louder. 
To me — and I’m not alone in this —

the sudden outbreak of deficit hysteria
brings back memories of the groupthink
that took hold during the run-up to the
Iraq war. Now, as then, dubious allega-
tions, not backed by hard evidence, are
being reported as if they have been es-
tablished beyond a shadow of a doubt.
Now, as then, much of the political and
media establishments have bought into
the notion that we must take drastic ac-
tion quickly, even though there hasn’t
been any new information to justify this
sudden urgency. Now, as then, those
who challenge the prevailing narrative,
no matter how strong their case and no
matter how solid their background, are
being marginalized.

And fear-mongering on the deficit
may end up doing as much harm as the
fear-mongering on weapons of mass de-
struction.

Let’s talk for a moment about budget
reality. Contrary to what you often hear,
the large deficit the federal government
is running right now isn’t the result of
runaway spending growth. Instead, well
more than half of the deficit was caused
by the ongoing economic crisis, which
has led to a plunge in tax receipts, re-
quired federal bailouts of financial insti-
tutions, and been met — appropriately
— with temporary measures to stim-
ulate growth and support employment. 

The point is that running big deficits
in the face of the worst economic slump
since the 1930s is actually the right
thing to do. If anything, deficits should
be bigger than they are because the
government should be doing more than
it is to create jobs.

True, there is a longer-term budget
problem. Even a full economic recovery
wouldn’t balance the budget, and it
probably wouldn’t even reduce the def-
icit to a permanently sustainable level.
So once the economic crisis is past, the
U.S. government will have to increase
its revenue and control its costs. And in
the long run there’s no way to make the
budget math work unless something is
done about health care costs.

But there’s no reason to panic about
budget prospects for the next few years,
or even for the next decade. Consider,
for example, what the latest budget pro-
posal from the Obama administration
says about interest payments on federal
debt; according to the projections, a
decade from now they’ll have risen to
3.5 percent of G.D.P. How scary is that?
It’s about the same as interest costs un-
der the first President Bush.

Why, then, all the hysteria? The an-
swer is politics.

The main difference between last
summer, when we were mostly (and ap-
propriately) taking deficits in stride,
and the current sense of panic is that
deficit fear-mongering has become a
key part of Republican political strat-
egy, doing double duty: it damages
President Obama’s image even as it
cripples his policy agenda. And if the
hypocrisy is breathtaking — politicians
who voted for budget-busting tax cuts
posing as apostles of fiscal rectitude,
politicians demonizing attempts to rein
in Medicare costs one day (death pan-
els!), then denouncing excessive gov-
ernment spending the next — well,
what else is new?

The trouble, however, is that it’s ap-
parently hard for many people to tell
the difference between cynical postur-
ing and serious economic argument.
And that is having tragic consequences.

For the fact is that thanks to deficit
hysteria, Washington now has its priori-
ties all wrong: all the talk is about how
to shave a few billion dollars off govern-
ment spending, while there’s hardly any
willingness to tackle mass unemploy-
ment. Policy is headed in the wrong di-
rection — and millions of Americans
will pay the price. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN
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After Hitler came to power, the sociolo-
gist Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy emigrat-
ed to the United States.

Rosenstock-Huessy began teaching at
Harvard and converted his lectures into
English. He noticed, though, that his stu-
dents weren’t grasping his points. His lan-
guage was not the problem, it was the allu-
sions. He used literary and other allusions
when he wanted to talk about ethics, com-
munity, mysticism and emotion. But none
of the students seemed to get it. Then, af-
ter a few years, he switched to sports anal-
ogies. Suddenly, everything clicked.

“The world in which the American stu-
dent who comes to me at about twenty
years of age really has confidence in is
the world of sport,” he would write. “This
world encompasses all of his virtues and
experiences, affection and interests;
therefore, I have built my entire sociolo-
gy around the experiences an American
has in athletics and games.”

Rosenstock-Huessy was not the last ac-
ademic to recognize that sport organizes
the moral thinking of many young Ameri-
cans. Professor Michael Allen Gillespie of
Duke University has just written a fasci-
nating essay, for an anthology called “De-
bating Moral Education,” on the role of
sports in American ethical training.

Throughout Western history, Gillespie
argues, there have been three major ath-
letic traditions. First, there was the Greek
tradition. Greek sports were highly indi-
vidualistic. There was little interest in
teamwork. Instead sports were supposed
to inculcate aristocratic virtues like cour-
age and endurance. They gave individ-
uals a way to achieve eternal glory.

Then, there was the Roman tradition.
In ancient Rome, free men did not fight in
the arena. Roman sports were a specta-
cle organized by the government. The
free Romans watched while the slaves
fought and were slaughtered. The enter-
tainment emphasized the awesome pow-
er of the state.

Finally, there was the British tradition.
In the Victorian era, elite schools used
sports to form a hardened ruling class.
Unlike the Greeks, the British placed tre-
mendous emphasis on team play and
sportsmanship. If a soccer team commit-
ted a foul, it would withdraw its goalie to
permit the other team to score. The ob-
ject was to inculcate a sense of group loy-
alty, honor and rule-abidingness — traits
that were important to a class trying to
manage a far-flung empire.

Gillespie argues that the American
sports ethos is a fusion of these three tra-
ditions. American sport teaches that ef-
fort leads to victory, a useful lesson in a
work-oriented society. Sport also helps

Americans navigate the tension between
team loyalty and individual glory. We be-
have like the British, but think like the
Greeks, A. Bartlett Giamatti, a former
baseball commissioner, once observed.

Gillespie appreciates the way sports
culture has influenced American stu-
dents. It discourages whining, and re-
wards self-discipline. It teaches self-con-
trol and its own form of justice, which has
a more powerful effect than anything
taught in the classroom.

But, he argues, college sports have be-
come too Romanized. Seasons have be-
come too long and the arenas too gargan-
tuan. Athletes have become a separate
gladiator class, and the recruitment pro-
cess gives them an undue sense of their
own worth. Spectators have been re-
duced to an anonymous mass of passive
consumers of other people’s excellence.
Coaches have a greater incentive to sat-
isfy the braying crowd with victories
than to teach good habits.

Gillespie values sports, in other words,
but wants to reform college sports into
something smaller and more participa-
tory.

I’m not so sure. I think he misses some
of the virtues of big-time college sports. 

Several years ago, I arrived in Madi-
son, Wis., for a conference. It was Satur-
day morning, and as my taxi got close to
campus, I noticed people dressed in red
walking in the same direction. At first it
was a trickle, then thousands. It looked
like the gathering of a happy Midwestern
cult, though, of course, it was the proces-
sion to a football game.

In a segmented society, big-time col-
lege sports are one of the few avenues for
large-scale communal participation.
Mass college sports cross class lines.
They induce large numbers of people in a
region to stop, at the same time, and
share common emotional experiences.

The crowds at big-time college sport-
ing events do not sit passively, the way
they do at a movie theater. They roar,
suffer and invent chants (especially at
Duke basketball games). Mass college
sports are the emotional hubs at the cen-
ter of vast networks of analysis, criticism
and conversation. They generate loyal-
ties that are less harmful than ethnic loy-
alties and emotional morality plays that
are at once completely meaningless and
totally consuming.

There are the obvious recruiting scan-
dals and greedy coaches, but for all the
sins, big-time college sports have become
emotional reactors, helping to make uni-
versity towns vibrant communities. Gil-
lespie is right to appreciate the moral
power of sports. But bigness has virtues
as well as vices. Big-time college sports
are absurd, but we would miss them if
they were gone. Ø

DAVID BROOKS
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formation of character. 

By Ishmael Reed

OAKLAND, Calif.

J
UDGING from the mail I’ve re-
ceived, the conversations I’ve
had and all that I’ve read, the re-
sponses to “Precious: Based on
the Novel ‘Push’ by Sapphire”

fall largely along racial lines. 
Among black men and women, there is

widespread revulsion and anger over the
Oscar-nominated film about an illiterate,
obese black teenager who has two chil-
dren by her father. The author Jill Nelson
wrote: “I don’t eat at the table of self-
hatred, inferiority or victimization. I
haven’t bought into notions of rampant
black pathology or embraced the over-
wrought, dishonest and black-people-hat-
ing pseudo-analysis too often passing as
post-racial cold hard truths.” One black
radio broadcaster said that he felt under
psychological assault for two hours. So
did I.

The blacks who are enraged by “Pre-
cious” have probably figured out that this
film wasn’t meant for them. It was the
enthusiastic response from white audi-
ences and critics that culminated in the
film being nominated for six Oscars by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences, an outfit whose 43 governors
are all white and whose membership in
terms of diversity is about 40 years be-
hind Mississippi. In fact, the director, Lee
Daniels, said that the honor would bring
even more “middle-class white Ameri-
cans” to his film.

Is the enthusiasm of such white audi-
ences and awards committees based on
their being comfortable with the ster-
eotypes shown? Barbara Bush, the for-
mer first lady, not only hosted a screen-
ing of “Precious” but also wrote about it

in Newsweek, saying: “There are kids
like Precious everywhere. Each day we
walk by them: young boys and girls
whose home lives are dark secrets.”
Oprah Winfrey, whose endorsement as-
sisted the movie’s distribution and its ac-
ceptance among her white fanbase, said,
“None of us who sees the movie can now
walk through the world and allow the
Preciouses of the world to be invisible.”

Are Mrs. Bush and Ms. Winfrey sug-
gesting, on the basis of a fictional film,
that incest is widespread among black
families? Statistics tell us that it’s cer-
tainly no more prevalent among blacks
than whites. The National Center for Vic-
tims of Crime notes: “Incest does not dis-
criminate. It happens in families that are
financially privileged, as well as those of
low socio-economic status. It happens to
those of all racial and ethnic descent, and
to those of all religious traditions.”

Given the news media’s tendency to
use scandals involving black men, both
fictional and real, to create “teaching
tools” about the treatment of women, it
was inevitable that a black male charac-
ter associated with incest would be used
to begin some national discussion about
the state of black families.

This use of movies and books to cast
collective shame upon an entire commu-
nity doesn’t happen with works about
white dysfunctional families. It wasn’t
done, for instance, with “Requiem for a
Dream,” starring the great Ellen Bur-
styn, about a white family dealing with
drug addiction, or with “The Kiss,” a
memoir about incest — in that case, a re-
lationship between a white father and his
adult daughter.

Such stereotyping has led to calamities
being visited on minority communities.
I’ve suggested that the Newseum in
Washington create a Hall of Shame,
which would include the front pages of
newspapers whose inflammatory cover-
age led to explosions of racial hatred. I’m
thinking, among many others, of 1921’s
Tulsa riot, which started with a rumor

that a black man had assaulted a white
woman, and resulted in the murder of 300
blacks.

Black films looking to attract white au-
diences flatter them with another kind of
stereotype: the merciful slave master. In
guilt-free bits of merchandise like “Pre-
cious,” white characters are always por-
trayed as caring. There to help. Never
shown as contributing to the oppression
of African-Americans. Problems that

members of the black underclass encoun-
ter are a result of their culture, their lack
of personal responsibility. 

It’s no surprise either that white critics
— eight out of the nine comments used
on the publicity Web site for “Precious”
were from white men and women —
maintain that the movie is worthwhile
because, through the efforts of a teacher,
this girl begins her first awkward efforts
at writing. 

Redemption through learning the
ways of white culture is an old Hollywood
theme. D. W. Griffith produced a series of
movies in which Chinese, Indians and
blacks were lifted from savagery through
assimilation. A more recent example of
climbing out of the ghetto through as-
similation is “Dangerous Minds,” where
black and Latino students are rescued by
a curriculum that doesn’t include a single
black or Latino writer. 

By the movie’s end, Precious may be
pushing toward literacy. But she is job-
less, saddled with two children, one of
whom has Down syndrome, and she’s
learned that she has AIDS. 

Some redemption. Ø

Fade to White

Ishmael Reed is the author of the forth-
coming “Barack Obama and the Jim
Crow Media.”

The racism at the heart
of ‘Precious.’

By Deborah Blum

MADISON, Wis.

T
HE warning in The Journal of
the American Medical Associ-
ation is not ambiguous:
“There is a very definite brain
injury due to single or repeat-

ed blows on the head or jaw which cause
multiple concussion hemorrhages. . . .
The condition can no longer be ignored
by the medical profession or the public.”

The report in question concerns pro-
fessional athletes, hardly surprising giv-
en the worries expressed during this
week’s Super Bowl runup and Congres-
sional hearings into long-term damage
caused by football-related concussions. It
methodically details the well-publicized
problems — loss of coordination, cogni-
tive deficits, uncontrollable rages — that
forced the N.F.L. to issue new rules this
season limiting players with head inju-
ries from returning to the field. 

But what really makes the research
and its conclusions so interesting is its
timing: it appeared in The Journal of the
American Medical Association on Oct. 13,
1928. This raises the question — at least
for me — as to why we are announcing
the athlete concussion-dementia link as a
new, and still somewhat debatable, issue
some 80 years later.

It was only in December that the
N.F.L. finally conceded publicly that con-
cussions “can lead to long-term prob-
lems.” And even that admission was con-
tradicted a few weeks later by one of the
league’s longtime brain injury experts,
Dr. Ira Casson, who told a Congressional
panel that there is not enough “valid, reli-
able or objective scientific evidence”
showing that repeated blows to the head
could cause permanent brain damage.

I’d argue that Dr. Casson — and his
former friends at the N.F.L. — could have
saved themselves and the players a lot of
trouble if they’d spent just a little time in

the medical archives. That 1928 medical
journal paper started a drumbeat of re-
search into head injuries in athletes, con-
tinuing throughout the 20th century and
intensifying in the last decade. The 82-
year-old study, by Dr. Harrison Mar-
tland, remains frequently cited by re-
searchers today, partly for its meticulous
examination of damaged brains.

The paper is also a terrific reminder of
early 20th-century medicine’s down-to-
earth approach to research. Martland,
the chief medical examiner in Essex
County, N.J., began his research by hang-
ing out at boxing matches. He titled the
paper “Punch Drunk,” drawing on box-
ing cant. As he pointed out, boxing fans
didn’t hesitate to malign injured boxers,
derisively shouting “cuckoo” when obvi-

ously brain-damaged fighters shambled
into a ring, and referring to those with
dementia problems as “slug nutty.” 

Martland did autopsies on more than
300 people who had died of head injuries,
looking for patterns of brain damage. For
his study of boxers, he talked a fight pro-
moter into giving him a list of 23 former
fighters he thought could be labeled as
definitely punch drunk. Martland was
able to track down only 10 of the former
athletes, but in those cases, he found the
promoter’s diagnosis was on target. Four
were in asylums, suffering from demen-
tia. Two had difficulty forming sentences
or responding to questions. One was al-
most blind, two had trouble walking and
one had developed symptoms similar to
those of Parkinson’s disease.

His colleagues had also begun to real-
ize that a concussive blow to the head
could result in injuries that were remark-
ably slow to heal. An earlier study of re-
peated concussive blows in more than
100 people warned of possible mental de-
generation: “It is no longer possible to
say that concussion is essentially a tran-
sient state which does not comprise any

evidence of structural cerebral injury.”
Martland argued that blows to the

head — and the inevitable shaking of the
brain that resulted — caused small but
cumulative hemorrhages that could lead
to scarring called gliosis. Such fibrous
scarring is now known to be associated
with dementias like Alzheimer’s and dis-
eases like Parkinson’s that affect motor
control.

Surveys done in the last few years
have found that N.F.L. players are at
higher risk of dementias and other men-
tal disorders than the general population.
Autopsies of athletes — notably the
brains of former N.F.L. players who suf-
fered from profound dementias — consis-
tently found dark clusters of nerve cell
proteins, formations more common to
elderly Alzheimer’s patients. Similar pat-
terns of damage were recently reported
in wrestlers and soccer players. Most of
these athletes were dead by age 50. 

Doctors investigating these injuries
have become effective advocates for
player protection in the last few years,
and their research has played a critical
role in forcing a re-evaluation of game
safety standards. At a Congressional
hearing on football brain injuries, held in
Houston on Monday, legislators accused
college athletic officials of ignoring risks
and failing to adopt polices that suffi-
ciently protected young players. “It’s
money, money, money,” said Representa-
tive Steve Cohen, a Tennessee Democrat,
“and health care ought to be considered.” 

The best response to such statements
is: about time. As Harrison Martland’s
work reminds us, we can’t pretend that
we’ve just discovered that head blows
pose a dementia risk. We can take credit
for confronting the problem, albeit belat-
edly. And we can legitimately lay some
blame here — if our response has been
slow, that’s mostly because the N.F.L.,
the National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and their allies have done an out-
standing job, up until now, of ignoring
and dismissing the medical record. Not
everyone is happy about this, of course.
Representative Ted Poe, a Texas Repub-
lican, complained that “football as we
know it” could be destroyed if we move
toward greater protectiveness. 

I feel safe in diagnosing that comment
as slug nutty. Ø

GRADY MCFERRIN

Will Science Take the Field?

For 80 years, the N.F.L.
ignored concussion data. 

Deborah Blum, a professor of science
journalism at the University of Wiscon-
sin, is the author of the forthcoming
“Poisoner’s Handbook: Murder and the
Birth of Forensic Medicine in Jazz Age
New York.’’
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We need to pinch pennies these days.
Don’t you know we have a budget def-
icit? For months that has been the word
from Republicans and conservative
Democrats, who have rejected every
suggestion that we do more to avoid
deep cuts in public services and help the
ailing economy.

But these same politicians are eager
to cut checks averaging $3 million each
to the richest 120,000 people in the coun-
try.

What — you haven’t heard about this
proposal? Actually, you have: I’m talk-
ing about demands that we make all of
the Bush tax cuts, not just those for the
middle class, permanent.

Some background: Back in 2001,
when the first set of Bush tax cuts was
rammed through Congress, the legisla-
tion was written with a peculiar provi-
sion — namely, that the whole thing
would expire, with tax rates reverting to

2000 levels, on the last day of 2010. 
Why the cutoff date? In part, it was

used to disguise the fiscal irresponsibil-
ity of the tax cuts: lopping off that last
year reduced the headline cost of the
cuts, because such costs are normally
calculated over a 10-year period. It also
allowed the Bush administration to pass
the tax cuts using reconciliation — yes,
the same procedure that Republicans
denounced when it was used to enact
health reform — while sidestepping
rules designed to prevent the use of that
procedure to increase long-run budget
deficits. 

Obviously, the idea was to go back at
a later date and make those tax cuts
permanent. But things didn’t go ac-
cording to plan. And now the witching
hour is upon us.

So what’s the choice now? The Oba-
ma administration wants to preserve
those parts of the original tax cuts that
mainly benefit the middle class — which
is an expensive proposition in its own
right — but to let those provisions bene-
fiting only people with very high in-
comes expire on schedule. Republicans,
with support from some conservative
Democrats, want to keep the whole
thing.

And there’s a real chance that Repub-
licans will get what they want. That’s a
demonstration, if anyone needed one,
that our political culture has become not
just dysfunctional but deeply corrupt. 

What’s at stake here? According to
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, mak-
ing all of the Bush tax cuts permanent,
as opposed to following the Obama pro-
posal, would cost the federal govern-
ment $680 billion in revenue over the
next 10 years. For the sake of compari-
son, it took months of hard negotiations
to get Congressional approval for a
mere $26 billion in desperately needed
aid to state and local governments.

And where would this $680 billion go?
Nearly all of it would go to the richest 1
percent of Americans, people with in-
comes of more than $500,000 a year. But
that’s the least of it: the policy center’s
estimates say that the majority of the
tax cuts would go to the richest one-
tenth of 1 percent. Take a group of 1,000
randomly selected Americans, and pick
the one with the highest income; he’s
going to get the majority of that group’s
tax break. And the average tax break
for those lucky few — the poorest mem-
bers of the group have annual incomes
of more than $2 million, and the average
member makes more than $7 million a
year — would be $3 million over the
course of the next decade.

How can this kind of giveaway be jus-
tified at a time when politicians claim to
care about budget deficits? Well, histo-
ry is repeating itself. The original cam-
paign for the Bush tax cuts relied on de-
ception and dishonesty. In fact, my first
suspicions that we were being misled
into invading Iraq were based on the re-
semblance between the campaign for
war and the campaign for tax cuts the
previous year. And sure enough, that
same trademark deception and dishon-
esty is being deployed on behalf of tax
cuts for the wealthiest Americans.

So, for example, we’re told that it’s all
about helping small business; but only a
tiny fraction of small-business owners
would receive any tax break at all. And
how many small-business owners do
you know making several million a
year?

Or we’re told that it’s about helping
the economy recover. But it’s hard to
think of a less cost-effective way to help
the economy than giving money to peo-
ple who already have plenty, and aren’t
likely to spend a windfall.

No, this has nothing to do with sound
economic policy. Instead, as I said, it’s
about a dysfunctional and corrupt politi-
cal culture, in which Congress won’t
take action to revive the economy,
pleads poverty when it comes to pro-
tecting the jobs of schoolteachers and
firefighters, but declares cost no object
when it comes to sparing the already
wealthy even the slightest financial in-
convenience.

So far, the Obama administration is
standing firm against this outrage. Let’s
hope that it prevails in its fight. Other-
wise, it will be hard not to lose all faith
in America’s future. Ø
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Bobby Thomson died last week, and
Roger Clemens was indicted. No juxta-
position could better capture the way
we used to feel about our sports heroes,
and the way we feel about them now.

Clemens is just one of the many base-
ball superstars credibly accused of us-
ing performance-enhancing drugs. But
the Red Sox-turned-Yankee ace has
achieved a particular infamy because
he keeps obdurately denying it — to
fans, to reporters and finally (and fate-
fully) to a Congressional committee.
Other athletes have apologized, beaten
their breasts and tried to move on. But
not Clemens. A mercenary figure 
during his career, in retirement the
pitching great has become an icon of ce-
lebrity entitlement and public dishon-
esty: part LeBron James, part Richard
Nixon. 

If Clemens embodies baseball’s de-
cline into sordidness and scandal,
Thomson’s death is a reminder of the
height from which it’s fallen. “The shot
heard round the world,” his pennant-
winning home run for the New York Gi-
ants in the autumn of 1951, stands as 
the crowning glory of baseball’s golden
age.

All the romance of a bygone Ameri-
can era hovered around that day. It was
the Dodgers and the Giants, the New
York of Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Mon-
roe, the American century at its peak.

And then there was the contest itself,
thrilling and improbable and perfect.
“The art of fiction is dead,” Red Smith’s
famous account began. “Reality has
strangled invention. Only the utterly im-
possible, the inexpressibly fantastic,
can ever be plausible again.”

That was sports at its best, surely. A
day for honorable ballplayers, not cor-
rupt multimillionaires. A day untainted
by cheating or dishonesty. A game re-
duced to a pitcher, a batter and a single
pitch — and the crackle of a radio man
shouting “the Giants win the pennant!”

Except that cheating did taint Thom-
son’s famous shot. For decades, it was
rumored that the Giants’ amazing 1951
stretch run — they made up a 13-game
deficit to force the playoff with the
Dodgers — had been abetted by a sign-
stealing system devised by their man-
ager, Leo Durocher. Finally, the truth
leaked out: For the last 10 weeks of the
season, and throughout the showdown
with the Dodgers, the Giants used a
centerfield telescope and a complex
system of signals to tell their batters
what pitch was coming next.

In Joshua Prager’s book on that pen-
nant race, “The Echoing Green,” he
asks an aging Thomson — the kindest,
most modest man imaginable, by all ac-
counts — about the sign-stealing and
his immortal three-run blast. The con-
versations that follow are agonizing.

Did he look for the signal on that pitch?
“I’d have to say no more than yes,”
Thomson says. Then: “I don’t like to
think of something taking away from it.”
Then, in a later discussion: “It would
take a little away from me in my mind if
I felt I got help on that pitch.” Then, fi-
nally: “My answer is no.”

And a coda: “I was always proud of

that swing.”
Somewhere, waiting for his day in

court, Roger Clemens is probably tell-
ing himself similar things. Whatever the
truth about the drugs he took or didn’t
take, he wants to believe — and wants
us to believe — that all his achieve-
ments, all his wins and strikeouts, be-
long to him and not to any secret advan-
tage he obtained. 

Thomson was caught up in a team-
wide escapade, whereas Clemens’s
drug-related decisions were his and 
his alone. But when we think about 
the outcast pitcher — and about the

whole steroids scandal — we should
keep their parallel stories in mind, and
perhaps judge modern athletes more le-
niently. 

Not because the steroids scandal
wasn’t distinctively ugly, and distinc-
tively devastating. But it’s part of a pat-
tern that runs back through all of base-
ball’s past — through the amphet-
amines that veterans pressed on young-
er players, the spitballs pitchers boast-
ed about throwing, and every other
edge that athletes turned to in duress. 

What’s more, we know so little, even
now, about who used steroids, and how
often, and how it shaped the game. And
for every Clemens or Barry Bonds or
Mark McGwire being held up for public
flagellation, there’s doubtless a future
Hall of Famer — or a scrappy, beloved
“gamer” — whose drug use is still as se-
cret as the 1951 Giants’ sign-stealing
used to be.

What Roger Clemens wants — what
he’s recklessly pursued, to the point
where he’s facing perjury charges and
possibly jail — is what Bobby Thomson
enjoyed. He wants to be judged on what
happened on the field, where pitches
are thrown and swings are taken, and
everything else fades into irrelevance.

We know too much to give him that.
But though he hasn’t asked for it, may-
be we also know enough about baseball
history to give him our forgiveness. Ø

ROSS DOUTHAT

What Roger Clemens Wants

Baseball, Bobby
Thomson and the

benefit of the doubt. 

By Thomas Homer-Dixon

ABOARD THE LOUIS S. ST-LAURENT

S
TANDING on the deck of this

floating laboratory for Arctic
science, which is part of Cana-
da’s Coast Guard fleet and one
of the world’s most powerful

icebreakers, I can see vivid evidence of
climate change. Channels through the
Canadian Arctic archipelago that were
choked with ice at this time of year two
decades ago are now expanses of open
water or vast patchworks of tiny islands
of melting ice.

In 1994, the “Louie,” as the crew calls
the ship, and a United States Coast
Guard icebreaker, the Polar Sea,
smashed their way to the North Pole
through thousands of miles of pack ice
six- to nine-feet thick. “The sea condi-
tions in the Arctic Ocean were rarely an
issue for us in those days, because the
thick continuous ice kept waves from
forming,” Marc Rothwell, the Louie’s
captain, told me. “Now, there’s so much
open water that we have to account for
heavy swells that undulate through the
sea ice. It’s almost like a dream: the
swells move in slow motion, like nothing
I’ve seen elsewhere.”

The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
the rest of the planet, and this summer its
sea ice is melting at a near-record pace.
The sun is heating the newly open water,
so it will take longer to refreeze this win-
ter, and the resulting thinner ice will melt
more easily next summer. 

At the same time, warm Pacific Ocean
water is pulsing through the Bering
Strait into the Arctic basin, helping melt
a large area of sea ice between Alaska
and eastern Siberia. Scientists are just
beginning to learn how this exposed wa-
ter has changed the movement of heat
energy and major air currents across the
Arctic basin, in turn producing winds
that push remaining sea ice down the
coasts of Greenland into the Atlantic.

Globally, 2010 is on track to be the
warmest year on record. In regions
around the world, indications abound
that earth’s climate is quickly changing,
like the devastating mudslides in China
and weeks of searing heat in Russia. But
in the world’s capitals, movement on cli-
mate policy has nearly stopped. 

Democrats in the Senate decided last
month that they wouldn’t push for ap-
proval of a climate bill. In Canada, Aus-
tralia, Japan and countries across Eu-
rope, the global economic crisis and oth-
er near-term concerns have pushed cli-
mate issues to the back burner. For China
and India, economic growth and energy
security are more vital priorities.

Climate policy is gridlocked, and
there’s virtually no chance of a break-
through. Many factors have conspired to
produce this situation. Human beings are
notoriously poor at responding to prob-
lems that develop incrementally. And
most of us aren’t eager to change our life-
styles by sharply reducing our energy
consumption.

But social scientists have identified an-
other major reason: Climate change has
become an ideologically polarizing issue.

It taps into deep personal identities and
causes what Dan Kahan of Yale calls
“protective cognition” — we judge things
in part on whether we see ourselves as
rugged individualists mastering nature
or as members of interconnected socie-
ties who live in harmony with the envi-
ronment. Powerful special interests like

the coal and oil industries have learned
how to halt movement on climate policy
by exploiting the fear people feel when
their identities are threatened.

Given this reality, we’ll almost certain-
ly need some kind of devastating climate
shock to get effective climate policy.
That’s the key lesson of the recent finan-
cial crisis: when powerful special in-
terests have convinced much of the pub-
lic that what they’re doing isn’t danger-
ous, only a disaster that discredits those
interests will provide an opportunity for

comprehensive policy change like the
Dodd-Frank financial regulations.

It is possible that the changes I’m see-
ing from the ship deck are the beginning
of the climate shock that will awaken us
to the danger we face. Scientists aren’t
sure what will happen when a significant
portion of the Arctic Ocean changes from
white, sunlight-reflecting ice to dark,
sunlight-absorbing open water. But most
aren’t sanguine. 

These experts are especially con-
cerned that new patterns of air move-
ment in the Arctic could disrupt the
Northern Hemisphere’s jet streams —
which are apparently weakening and
moving northward. This could alter
storm tracks, rainfall patterns and food
production far to the south. 

The limited slack in the world’s food
system, particularly its grain production,
can amplify the effects of disruptions. Re-
member that two years ago, when higher
oil prices encouraged farmers to shift
enormous tracts of cropland from grain
to biofuel production, grain prices quick-
ly doubled or tripled. Violence erupted in
dozens of countries. Should climate
change cause crop failures in major food-
producing regions of Europe, North
America and East Asia, the conse-
quences would likely be far more severe.

Policy makers need to accept that soci-

eties won’t make drastic changes to ad-
dress climate change until such a crisis
hits. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth-
ing for them to do in the meantime. When
a crisis does occur, the societies with re-
sponse plans on the shelf will be far bet-
ter off than those that are blindsided. The
task for national and regional leaders,
then, is to develop a set of contingency
plans for possible climate shocks — what
we might call, collectively, Plan Z.

Some work of this kind is under way at
intelligence agencies and research insti-
tutions in the United States and Europe.
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment has produced one of the best stud-
ies, “Responding to Threat of Climate
Change Mega-Catastrophes.” But for the
most part these initiatives are prelimi-
nary and uncoordinated. 

We need a much more deliberate Plan
Z, with detailed scenarios of plausible cli-
mate shocks; close analyses of options
for emergency response by govern-
ments, corporations and nongovernmen-
tal groups; and clear specifics about
what resources — financial, technologi-
cal and organizational — we will need to
cope with different types of crises.

In the most likely scenarios, climate
change would cause some kind of re-
gional or continental disruption, like a
major crop failure; this disruption would
cascade through the world’s tightly con-
nected economic and political systems to
produce a global effect. Severe floods dis-
locating millions of people in a key poor
country — as we’re seeing right now in
Pakistan — could allow radicals to seize
power and tip a geopolitically vital region
into war. Or drought could cause an eco-
nomically critical region like the North
China plain to exhaust its water reserves,
forcing people to leave en masse and pre-
cipitating a crisis that reverberates
through the world economy. 

A
climate shock in North America

is easy to imagine. Say a pro-
longed drought causes major
cities in the American South-
east or Southwest to run out

of water; both regions have large urban
populations pushing against upper limits
of water supply. The news clips of cars
streaming out of Atlanta or Phoenix
might finally push our leaders to do
something serious about climate change.

If so, a Plan Z for this particular sce-
nario would help us make the most of the
opportunity. It would provide guidelines
for regional and local leaders on how to
respond to the crisis. We would decide in
advance where supplies of water would
be found and who would get priority allo-
cations; local law enforcement and emer-
gency responders would already have
worked out lines of authority with federal
agencies and the military. 

Then there are the broader steps to
mitigate climate change in general. Here,
Plan Z would address many critical ques-
tions: How fast could carbon emissions
from automobiles and energy production
be ramped down, and what would be the
economic, political and social conse-
quences of different rates of reduction?
Where would we find the vast amounts of
money needed to overhaul existing ener-
gy systems? How quickly could different
economic sectors and social groups
adapt to different kinds of climate im-
pacts? And if geoengineering to alter
earth’s climate — for example, injecting
sulfates into the high atmosphere — is to
be an option, who would make the deci-
sion and undertake the operation?

Looking over the endless, empty hori-
zon of the Arctic, I find it hard to imagine
this spot being of any importance to glo-
bal affairs. But it is just one of many
places now considered marginal that
could be the starting point for a climate
shock that plays a central role in the evo-
lution of human civilization. We need to
be ready. Ø

Disaster at
The Top of
The World

Arctic warming may
cause a global crisis. 
Are we prepared?
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Thomas Homer-Dixon is a professor of
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We need to pinch pennies these days.
Don’t you know we have a budget def-
icit? For months that has been the word
from Republicans and conservative
Democrats, who have rejected every
suggestion that we do more to avoid
deep cuts in public services and help the
ailing economy.

But these same politicians are eager
to cut checks averaging $3 million each
to the richest 120,000 people in the coun-
try.

What — you haven’t heard about this
proposal? Actually, you have: I’m talk-
ing about demands that we make all of
the Bush tax cuts, not just those for the
middle class, permanent.

Some background: Back in 2001,
when the first set of Bush tax cuts was
rammed through Congress, the legisla-
tion was written with a peculiar provi-
sion — namely, that the whole thing
would expire, with tax rates reverting to

2000 levels, on the last day of 2010. 
Why the cutoff date? In part, it was

used to disguise the fiscal irresponsibil-
ity of the tax cuts: lopping off that last
year reduced the headline cost of the
cuts, because such costs are normally
calculated over a 10-year period. It also
allowed the Bush administration to pass
the tax cuts using reconciliation — yes,
the same procedure that Republicans
denounced when it was used to enact
health reform — while sidestepping
rules designed to prevent the use of that
procedure to increase long-run budget
deficits. 

Obviously, the idea was to go back at
a later date and make those tax cuts
permanent. But things didn’t go ac-
cording to plan. And now the witching
hour is upon us.

So what’s the choice now? The Oba-
ma administration wants to preserve
those parts of the original tax cuts that
mainly benefit the middle class — which
is an expensive proposition in its own
right — but to let those provisions bene-
fiting only people with very high in-
comes expire on schedule. Republicans,
with support from some conservative
Democrats, want to keep the whole
thing.

And there’s a real chance that Repub-
licans will get what they want. That’s a
demonstration, if anyone needed one,
that our political culture has become not
just dysfunctional but deeply corrupt. 

What’s at stake here? According to
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, mak-
ing all of the Bush tax cuts permanent,
as opposed to following the Obama pro-
posal, would cost the federal govern-
ment $680 billion in revenue over the
next 10 years. For the sake of compari-
son, it took months of hard negotiations
to get Congressional approval for a
mere $26 billion in desperately needed
aid to state and local governments.

And where would this $680 billion go?
Nearly all of it would go to the richest 1
percent of Americans, people with in-
comes of more than $500,000 a year. But
that’s the least of it: the policy center’s
estimates say that the majority of the
tax cuts would go to the richest one-
tenth of 1 percent. Take a group of 1,000
randomly selected Americans, and pick
the one with the highest income; he’s
going to get the majority of that group’s
tax break. And the average tax break
for those lucky few — the poorest mem-
bers of the group have annual incomes
of more than $2 million, and the average
member makes more than $7 million a
year — would be $3 million over the
course of the next decade.

How can this kind of giveaway be jus-
tified at a time when politicians claim to
care about budget deficits? Well, histo-
ry is repeating itself. The original cam-
paign for the Bush tax cuts relied on de-
ception and dishonesty. In fact, my first
suspicions that we were being misled
into invading Iraq were based on the re-
semblance between the campaign for
war and the campaign for tax cuts the
previous year. And sure enough, that
same trademark deception and dishon-
esty is being deployed on behalf of tax
cuts for the wealthiest Americans.

So, for example, we’re told that it’s all
about helping small business; but only a
tiny fraction of small-business owners
would receive any tax break at all. And
how many small-business owners do
you know making several million a
year?

Or we’re told that it’s about helping
the economy recover. But it’s hard to
think of a less cost-effective way to help
the economy than giving money to peo-
ple who already have plenty, and aren’t
likely to spend a windfall.

No, this has nothing to do with sound
economic policy. Instead, as I said, it’s
about a dysfunctional and corrupt politi-
cal culture, in which Congress won’t
take action to revive the economy,
pleads poverty when it comes to pro-
tecting the jobs of schoolteachers and
firefighters, but declares cost no object
when it comes to sparing the already
wealthy even the slightest financial in-
convenience.

So far, the Obama administration is
standing firm against this outrage. Let’s
hope that it prevails in its fight. Other-
wise, it will be hard not to lose all faith
in America’s future. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

Now
That’s
Rich

Three million
for me, nothing

for thee.

Bobby Thomson died last week, and
Roger Clemens was indicted. No juxta-
position could better capture the way
we used to feel about our sports heroes,
and the way we feel about them now.

Clemens is just one of the many base-
ball superstars credibly accused of us-
ing performance-enhancing drugs. But
the Red Sox-turned-Yankee ace has
achieved a particular infamy because
he keeps obdurately denying it — to
fans, to reporters and finally (and fate-
fully) to a Congressional committee.
Other athletes have apologized, beaten
their breasts and tried to move on. But
not Clemens. A mercenary figure 
during his career, in retirement the
pitching great has become an icon of ce-
lebrity entitlement and public dishon-
esty: part LeBron James, part Richard
Nixon. 

If Clemens embodies baseball’s de-
cline into sordidness and scandal,
Thomson’s death is a reminder of the
height from which it’s fallen. “The shot
heard round the world,” his pennant-
winning home run for the New York Gi-
ants in the autumn of 1951, stands as 
the crowning glory of baseball’s golden
age.

All the romance of a bygone Ameri-
can era hovered around that day. It was
the Dodgers and the Giants, the New
York of Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Mon-
roe, the American century at its peak.

And then there was the contest itself,
thrilling and improbable and perfect.
“The art of fiction is dead,” Red Smith’s
famous account began. “Reality has
strangled invention. Only the utterly im-
possible, the inexpressibly fantastic,
can ever be plausible again.”

That was sports at its best, surely. A
day for honorable ballplayers, not cor-
rupt multimillionaires. A day untainted
by cheating or dishonesty. A game re-
duced to a pitcher, a batter and a single
pitch — and the crackle of a radio man
shouting “the Giants win the pennant!”

Except that cheating did taint Thom-
son’s famous shot. For decades, it was
rumored that the Giants’ amazing 1951
stretch run — they made up a 13-game
deficit to force the playoff with the
Dodgers — had been abetted by a sign-
stealing system devised by their man-
ager, Leo Durocher. Finally, the truth
leaked out: For the last 10 weeks of the
season, and throughout the showdown
with the Dodgers, the Giants used a
centerfield telescope and a complex
system of signals to tell their batters
what pitch was coming next.

In Joshua Prager’s book on that pen-
nant race, “The Echoing Green,” he
asks an aging Thomson — the kindest,
most modest man imaginable, by all ac-
counts — about the sign-stealing and
his immortal three-run blast. The con-
versations that follow are agonizing.

Did he look for the signal on that pitch?
“I’d have to say no more than yes,”
Thomson says. Then: “I don’t like to
think of something taking away from it.”
Then, in a later discussion: “It would
take a little away from me in my mind if
I felt I got help on that pitch.” Then, fi-
nally: “My answer is no.”

And a coda: “I was always proud of

that swing.”
Somewhere, waiting for his day in

court, Roger Clemens is probably tell-
ing himself similar things. Whatever the
truth about the drugs he took or didn’t
take, he wants to believe — and wants
us to believe — that all his achieve-
ments, all his wins and strikeouts, be-
long to him and not to any secret advan-
tage he obtained. 

Thomson was caught up in a team-
wide escapade, whereas Clemens’s
drug-related decisions were his and 
his alone. But when we think about 
the outcast pitcher — and about the

whole steroids scandal — we should
keep their parallel stories in mind, and
perhaps judge modern athletes more le-
niently. 

Not because the steroids scandal
wasn’t distinctively ugly, and distinc-
tively devastating. But it’s part of a pat-
tern that runs back through all of base-
ball’s past — through the amphet-
amines that veterans pressed on young-
er players, the spitballs pitchers boast-
ed about throwing, and every other
edge that athletes turned to in duress. 

What’s more, we know so little, even
now, about who used steroids, and how
often, and how it shaped the game. And
for every Clemens or Barry Bonds or
Mark McGwire being held up for public
flagellation, there’s doubtless a future
Hall of Famer — or a scrappy, beloved
“gamer” — whose drug use is still as se-
cret as the 1951 Giants’ sign-stealing
used to be.

What Roger Clemens wants — what
he’s recklessly pursued, to the point
where he’s facing perjury charges and
possibly jail — is what Bobby Thomson
enjoyed. He wants to be judged on what
happened on the field, where pitches
are thrown and swings are taken, and
everything else fades into irrelevance.

We know too much to give him that.
But though he hasn’t asked for it, may-
be we also know enough about baseball
history to give him our forgiveness. Ø

ROSS DOUTHAT

What Roger Clemens Wants

Baseball, Bobby
Thomson and the

benefit of the doubt. 

By Thomas Homer-Dixon

ABOARD THE LOUIS S. ST-LAURENT

S
TANDING on the deck of this

floating laboratory for Arctic
science, which is part of Cana-
da’s Coast Guard fleet and one
of the world’s most powerful

icebreakers, I can see vivid evidence of
climate change. Channels through the
Canadian Arctic archipelago that were
choked with ice at this time of year two
decades ago are now expanses of open
water or vast patchworks of tiny islands
of melting ice.

In 1994, the “Louie,” as the crew calls
the ship, and a United States Coast
Guard icebreaker, the Polar Sea,
smashed their way to the North Pole
through thousands of miles of pack ice
six- to nine-feet thick. “The sea condi-
tions in the Arctic Ocean were rarely an
issue for us in those days, because the
thick continuous ice kept waves from
forming,” Marc Rothwell, the Louie’s
captain, told me. “Now, there’s so much
open water that we have to account for
heavy swells that undulate through the
sea ice. It’s almost like a dream: the
swells move in slow motion, like nothing
I’ve seen elsewhere.”

The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
the rest of the planet, and this summer its
sea ice is melting at a near-record pace.
The sun is heating the newly open water,
so it will take longer to refreeze this win-
ter, and the resulting thinner ice will melt
more easily next summer. 

At the same time, warm Pacific Ocean
water is pulsing through the Bering
Strait into the Arctic basin, helping melt
a large area of sea ice between Alaska
and eastern Siberia. Scientists are just
beginning to learn how this exposed wa-
ter has changed the movement of heat
energy and major air currents across the
Arctic basin, in turn producing winds
that push remaining sea ice down the
coasts of Greenland into the Atlantic.

Globally, 2010 is on track to be the
warmest year on record. In regions
around the world, indications abound
that earth’s climate is quickly changing,
like the devastating mudslides in China
and weeks of searing heat in Russia. But
in the world’s capitals, movement on cli-
mate policy has nearly stopped. 

Democrats in the Senate decided last
month that they wouldn’t push for ap-
proval of a climate bill. In Canada, Aus-
tralia, Japan and countries across Eu-
rope, the global economic crisis and oth-
er near-term concerns have pushed cli-
mate issues to the back burner. For China
and India, economic growth and energy
security are more vital priorities.

Climate policy is gridlocked, and
there’s virtually no chance of a break-
through. Many factors have conspired to
produce this situation. Human beings are
notoriously poor at responding to prob-
lems that develop incrementally. And
most of us aren’t eager to change our life-
styles by sharply reducing our energy
consumption.

But social scientists have identified an-
other major reason: Climate change has
become an ideologically polarizing issue.

It taps into deep personal identities and
causes what Dan Kahan of Yale calls
“protective cognition” — we judge things
in part on whether we see ourselves as
rugged individualists mastering nature
or as members of interconnected socie-
ties who live in harmony with the envi-
ronment. Powerful special interests like

the coal and oil industries have learned
how to halt movement on climate policy
by exploiting the fear people feel when
their identities are threatened.

Given this reality, we’ll almost certain-
ly need some kind of devastating climate
shock to get effective climate policy.
That’s the key lesson of the recent finan-
cial crisis: when powerful special in-
terests have convinced much of the pub-
lic that what they’re doing isn’t danger-
ous, only a disaster that discredits those
interests will provide an opportunity for

comprehensive policy change like the
Dodd-Frank financial regulations.

It is possible that the changes I’m see-
ing from the ship deck are the beginning
of the climate shock that will awaken us
to the danger we face. Scientists aren’t
sure what will happen when a significant
portion of the Arctic Ocean changes from
white, sunlight-reflecting ice to dark,
sunlight-absorbing open water. But most
aren’t sanguine. 

These experts are especially con-
cerned that new patterns of air move-
ment in the Arctic could disrupt the
Northern Hemisphere’s jet streams —
which are apparently weakening and
moving northward. This could alter
storm tracks, rainfall patterns and food
production far to the south. 

The limited slack in the world’s food
system, particularly its grain production,
can amplify the effects of disruptions. Re-
member that two years ago, when higher
oil prices encouraged farmers to shift
enormous tracts of cropland from grain
to biofuel production, grain prices quick-
ly doubled or tripled. Violence erupted in
dozens of countries. Should climate
change cause crop failures in major food-
producing regions of Europe, North
America and East Asia, the conse-
quences would likely be far more severe.

Policy makers need to accept that soci-

eties won’t make drastic changes to ad-
dress climate change until such a crisis
hits. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth-
ing for them to do in the meantime. When
a crisis does occur, the societies with re-
sponse plans on the shelf will be far bet-
ter off than those that are blindsided. The
task for national and regional leaders,
then, is to develop a set of contingency
plans for possible climate shocks — what
we might call, collectively, Plan Z.

Some work of this kind is under way at
intelligence agencies and research insti-
tutions in the United States and Europe.
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment has produced one of the best stud-
ies, “Responding to Threat of Climate
Change Mega-Catastrophes.” But for the
most part these initiatives are prelimi-
nary and uncoordinated. 

We need a much more deliberate Plan
Z, with detailed scenarios of plausible cli-
mate shocks; close analyses of options
for emergency response by govern-
ments, corporations and nongovernmen-
tal groups; and clear specifics about
what resources — financial, technologi-
cal and organizational — we will need to
cope with different types of crises.

In the most likely scenarios, climate
change would cause some kind of re-
gional or continental disruption, like a
major crop failure; this disruption would
cascade through the world’s tightly con-
nected economic and political systems to
produce a global effect. Severe floods dis-
locating millions of people in a key poor
country — as we’re seeing right now in
Pakistan — could allow radicals to seize
power and tip a geopolitically vital region
into war. Or drought could cause an eco-
nomically critical region like the North
China plain to exhaust its water reserves,
forcing people to leave en masse and pre-
cipitating a crisis that reverberates
through the world economy. 

A
climate shock in North America

is easy to imagine. Say a pro-
longed drought causes major
cities in the American South-
east or Southwest to run out

of water; both regions have large urban
populations pushing against upper limits
of water supply. The news clips of cars
streaming out of Atlanta or Phoenix
might finally push our leaders to do
something serious about climate change.

If so, a Plan Z for this particular sce-
nario would help us make the most of the
opportunity. It would provide guidelines
for regional and local leaders on how to
respond to the crisis. We would decide in
advance where supplies of water would
be found and who would get priority allo-
cations; local law enforcement and emer-
gency responders would already have
worked out lines of authority with federal
agencies and the military. 

Then there are the broader steps to
mitigate climate change in general. Here,
Plan Z would address many critical ques-
tions: How fast could carbon emissions
from automobiles and energy production
be ramped down, and what would be the
economic, political and social conse-
quences of different rates of reduction?
Where would we find the vast amounts of
money needed to overhaul existing ener-
gy systems? How quickly could different
economic sectors and social groups
adapt to different kinds of climate im-
pacts? And if geoengineering to alter
earth’s climate — for example, injecting
sulfates into the high atmosphere — is to
be an option, who would make the deci-
sion and undertake the operation?

Looking over the endless, empty hori-
zon of the Arctic, I find it hard to imagine
this spot being of any importance to glo-
bal affairs. But it is just one of many
places now considered marginal that
could be the starting point for a climate
shock that plays a central role in the evo-
lution of human civilization. We need to
be ready. Ø
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We need to pinch pennies these days.
Don’t you know we have a budget def-
icit? For months that has been the word
from Republicans and conservative
Democrats, who have rejected every
suggestion that we do more to avoid
deep cuts in public services and help the
ailing economy.

But these same politicians are eager
to cut checks averaging $3 million each
to the richest 120,000 people in the coun-
try.

What — you haven’t heard about this
proposal? Actually, you have: I’m talk-
ing about demands that we make all of
the Bush tax cuts, not just those for the
middle class, permanent.

Some background: Back in 2001,
when the first set of Bush tax cuts was
rammed through Congress, the legisla-
tion was written with a peculiar provi-
sion — namely, that the whole thing
would expire, with tax rates reverting to

2000 levels, on the last day of 2010. 
Why the cutoff date? In part, it was

used to disguise the fiscal irresponsibil-
ity of the tax cuts: lopping off that last
year reduced the headline cost of the
cuts, because such costs are normally
calculated over a 10-year period. It also
allowed the Bush administration to pass
the tax cuts using reconciliation — yes,
the same procedure that Republicans
denounced when it was used to enact
health reform — while sidestepping
rules designed to prevent the use of that
procedure to increase long-run budget
deficits. 

Obviously, the idea was to go back at
a later date and make those tax cuts
permanent. But things didn’t go ac-
cording to plan. And now the witching
hour is upon us.

So what’s the choice now? The Oba-
ma administration wants to preserve
those parts of the original tax cuts that
mainly benefit the middle class — which
is an expensive proposition in its own
right — but to let those provisions bene-
fiting only people with very high in-
comes expire on schedule. Republicans,
with support from some conservative
Democrats, want to keep the whole
thing.

And there’s a real chance that Repub-
licans will get what they want. That’s a
demonstration, if anyone needed one,
that our political culture has become not
just dysfunctional but deeply corrupt. 

What’s at stake here? According to
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, mak-
ing all of the Bush tax cuts permanent,
as opposed to following the Obama pro-
posal, would cost the federal govern-
ment $680 billion in revenue over the
next 10 years. For the sake of compari-
son, it took months of hard negotiations
to get Congressional approval for a
mere $26 billion in desperately needed
aid to state and local governments.

And where would this $680 billion go?
Nearly all of it would go to the richest 1
percent of Americans, people with in-
comes of more than $500,000 a year. But
that’s the least of it: the policy center’s
estimates say that the majority of the
tax cuts would go to the richest one-
tenth of 1 percent. Take a group of 1,000
randomly selected Americans, and pick
the one with the highest income; he’s
going to get the majority of that group’s
tax break. And the average tax break
for those lucky few — the poorest mem-
bers of the group have annual incomes
of more than $2 million, and the average
member makes more than $7 million a
year — would be $3 million over the
course of the next decade.

How can this kind of giveaway be jus-
tified at a time when politicians claim to
care about budget deficits? Well, histo-
ry is repeating itself. The original cam-
paign for the Bush tax cuts relied on de-
ception and dishonesty. In fact, my first
suspicions that we were being misled
into invading Iraq were based on the re-
semblance between the campaign for
war and the campaign for tax cuts the
previous year. And sure enough, that
same trademark deception and dishon-
esty is being deployed on behalf of tax
cuts for the wealthiest Americans.

So, for example, we’re told that it’s all
about helping small business; but only a
tiny fraction of small-business owners
would receive any tax break at all. And
how many small-business owners do
you know making several million a
year?

Or we’re told that it’s about helping
the economy recover. But it’s hard to
think of a less cost-effective way to help
the economy than giving money to peo-
ple who already have plenty, and aren’t
likely to spend a windfall.

No, this has nothing to do with sound
economic policy. Instead, as I said, it’s
about a dysfunctional and corrupt politi-
cal culture, in which Congress won’t
take action to revive the economy,
pleads poverty when it comes to pro-
tecting the jobs of schoolteachers and
firefighters, but declares cost no object
when it comes to sparing the already
wealthy even the slightest financial in-
convenience.

So far, the Obama administration is
standing firm against this outrage. Let’s
hope that it prevails in its fight. Other-
wise, it will be hard not to lose all faith
in America’s future. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN
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Rich

Three million
for me, nothing

for thee.

Bobby Thomson died last week, and
Roger Clemens was indicted. No juxta-
position could better capture the way
we used to feel about our sports heroes,
and the way we feel about them now.

Clemens is just one of the many base-
ball superstars credibly accused of us-
ing performance-enhancing drugs. But
the Red Sox-turned-Yankee ace has
achieved a particular infamy because
he keeps obdurately denying it — to
fans, to reporters and finally (and fate-
fully) to a Congressional committee.
Other athletes have apologized, beaten
their breasts and tried to move on. But
not Clemens. A mercenary figure 
during his career, in retirement the
pitching great has become an icon of ce-
lebrity entitlement and public dishon-
esty: part LeBron James, part Richard
Nixon. 

If Clemens embodies baseball’s de-
cline into sordidness and scandal,
Thomson’s death is a reminder of the
height from which it’s fallen. “The shot
heard round the world,” his pennant-
winning home run for the New York Gi-
ants in the autumn of 1951, stands as 
the crowning glory of baseball’s golden
age.

All the romance of a bygone Ameri-
can era hovered around that day. It was
the Dodgers and the Giants, the New
York of Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Mon-
roe, the American century at its peak.

And then there was the contest itself,
thrilling and improbable and perfect.
“The art of fiction is dead,” Red Smith’s
famous account began. “Reality has
strangled invention. Only the utterly im-
possible, the inexpressibly fantastic,
can ever be plausible again.”

That was sports at its best, surely. A
day for honorable ballplayers, not cor-
rupt multimillionaires. A day untainted
by cheating or dishonesty. A game re-
duced to a pitcher, a batter and a single
pitch — and the crackle of a radio man
shouting “the Giants win the pennant!”

Except that cheating did taint Thom-
son’s famous shot. For decades, it was
rumored that the Giants’ amazing 1951
stretch run — they made up a 13-game
deficit to force the playoff with the
Dodgers — had been abetted by a sign-
stealing system devised by their man-
ager, Leo Durocher. Finally, the truth
leaked out: For the last 10 weeks of the
season, and throughout the showdown
with the Dodgers, the Giants used a
centerfield telescope and a complex
system of signals to tell their batters
what pitch was coming next.

In Joshua Prager’s book on that pen-
nant race, “The Echoing Green,” he
asks an aging Thomson — the kindest,
most modest man imaginable, by all ac-
counts — about the sign-stealing and
his immortal three-run blast. The con-
versations that follow are agonizing.

Did he look for the signal on that pitch?
“I’d have to say no more than yes,”
Thomson says. Then: “I don’t like to
think of something taking away from it.”
Then, in a later discussion: “It would
take a little away from me in my mind if
I felt I got help on that pitch.” Then, fi-
nally: “My answer is no.”

And a coda: “I was always proud of

that swing.”
Somewhere, waiting for his day in

court, Roger Clemens is probably tell-
ing himself similar things. Whatever the
truth about the drugs he took or didn’t
take, he wants to believe — and wants
us to believe — that all his achieve-
ments, all his wins and strikeouts, be-
long to him and not to any secret advan-
tage he obtained. 

Thomson was caught up in a team-
wide escapade, whereas Clemens’s
drug-related decisions were his and 
his alone. But when we think about 
the outcast pitcher — and about the

whole steroids scandal — we should
keep their parallel stories in mind, and
perhaps judge modern athletes more le-
niently. 

Not because the steroids scandal
wasn’t distinctively ugly, and distinc-
tively devastating. But it’s part of a pat-
tern that runs back through all of base-
ball’s past — through the amphet-
amines that veterans pressed on young-
er players, the spitballs pitchers boast-
ed about throwing, and every other
edge that athletes turned to in duress. 

What’s more, we know so little, even
now, about who used steroids, and how
often, and how it shaped the game. And
for every Clemens or Barry Bonds or
Mark McGwire being held up for public
flagellation, there’s doubtless a future
Hall of Famer — or a scrappy, beloved
“gamer” — whose drug use is still as se-
cret as the 1951 Giants’ sign-stealing
used to be.

What Roger Clemens wants — what
he’s recklessly pursued, to the point
where he’s facing perjury charges and
possibly jail — is what Bobby Thomson
enjoyed. He wants to be judged on what
happened on the field, where pitches
are thrown and swings are taken, and
everything else fades into irrelevance.

We know too much to give him that.
But though he hasn’t asked for it, may-
be we also know enough about baseball
history to give him our forgiveness. Ø
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Baseball, Bobby
Thomson and the

benefit of the doubt. 

By Thomas Homer-Dixon

ABOARD THE LOUIS S. ST-LAURENT

S
TANDING on the deck of this

floating laboratory for Arctic
science, which is part of Cana-
da’s Coast Guard fleet and one
of the world’s most powerful

icebreakers, I can see vivid evidence of
climate change. Channels through the
Canadian Arctic archipelago that were
choked with ice at this time of year two
decades ago are now expanses of open
water or vast patchworks of tiny islands
of melting ice.

In 1994, the “Louie,” as the crew calls
the ship, and a United States Coast
Guard icebreaker, the Polar Sea,
smashed their way to the North Pole
through thousands of miles of pack ice
six- to nine-feet thick. “The sea condi-
tions in the Arctic Ocean were rarely an
issue for us in those days, because the
thick continuous ice kept waves from
forming,” Marc Rothwell, the Louie’s
captain, told me. “Now, there’s so much
open water that we have to account for
heavy swells that undulate through the
sea ice. It’s almost like a dream: the
swells move in slow motion, like nothing
I’ve seen elsewhere.”

The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
the rest of the planet, and this summer its
sea ice is melting at a near-record pace.
The sun is heating the newly open water,
so it will take longer to refreeze this win-
ter, and the resulting thinner ice will melt
more easily next summer. 

At the same time, warm Pacific Ocean
water is pulsing through the Bering
Strait into the Arctic basin, helping melt
a large area of sea ice between Alaska
and eastern Siberia. Scientists are just
beginning to learn how this exposed wa-
ter has changed the movement of heat
energy and major air currents across the
Arctic basin, in turn producing winds
that push remaining sea ice down the
coasts of Greenland into the Atlantic.

Globally, 2010 is on track to be the
warmest year on record. In regions
around the world, indications abound
that earth’s climate is quickly changing,
like the devastating mudslides in China
and weeks of searing heat in Russia. But
in the world’s capitals, movement on cli-
mate policy has nearly stopped. 

Democrats in the Senate decided last
month that they wouldn’t push for ap-
proval of a climate bill. In Canada, Aus-
tralia, Japan and countries across Eu-
rope, the global economic crisis and oth-
er near-term concerns have pushed cli-
mate issues to the back burner. For China
and India, economic growth and energy
security are more vital priorities.

Climate policy is gridlocked, and
there’s virtually no chance of a break-
through. Many factors have conspired to
produce this situation. Human beings are
notoriously poor at responding to prob-
lems that develop incrementally. And
most of us aren’t eager to change our life-
styles by sharply reducing our energy
consumption.

But social scientists have identified an-
other major reason: Climate change has
become an ideologically polarizing issue.

It taps into deep personal identities and
causes what Dan Kahan of Yale calls
“protective cognition” — we judge things
in part on whether we see ourselves as
rugged individualists mastering nature
or as members of interconnected socie-
ties who live in harmony with the envi-
ronment. Powerful special interests like

the coal and oil industries have learned
how to halt movement on climate policy
by exploiting the fear people feel when
their identities are threatened.

Given this reality, we’ll almost certain-
ly need some kind of devastating climate
shock to get effective climate policy.
That’s the key lesson of the recent finan-
cial crisis: when powerful special in-
terests have convinced much of the pub-
lic that what they’re doing isn’t danger-
ous, only a disaster that discredits those
interests will provide an opportunity for

comprehensive policy change like the
Dodd-Frank financial regulations.

It is possible that the changes I’m see-
ing from the ship deck are the beginning
of the climate shock that will awaken us
to the danger we face. Scientists aren’t
sure what will happen when a significant
portion of the Arctic Ocean changes from
white, sunlight-reflecting ice to dark,
sunlight-absorbing open water. But most
aren’t sanguine. 

These experts are especially con-
cerned that new patterns of air move-
ment in the Arctic could disrupt the
Northern Hemisphere’s jet streams —
which are apparently weakening and
moving northward. This could alter
storm tracks, rainfall patterns and food
production far to the south. 

The limited slack in the world’s food
system, particularly its grain production,
can amplify the effects of disruptions. Re-
member that two years ago, when higher
oil prices encouraged farmers to shift
enormous tracts of cropland from grain
to biofuel production, grain prices quick-
ly doubled or tripled. Violence erupted in
dozens of countries. Should climate
change cause crop failures in major food-
producing regions of Europe, North
America and East Asia, the conse-
quences would likely be far more severe.

Policy makers need to accept that soci-

eties won’t make drastic changes to ad-
dress climate change until such a crisis
hits. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth-
ing for them to do in the meantime. When
a crisis does occur, the societies with re-
sponse plans on the shelf will be far bet-
ter off than those that are blindsided. The
task for national and regional leaders,
then, is to develop a set of contingency
plans for possible climate shocks — what
we might call, collectively, Plan Z.

Some work of this kind is under way at
intelligence agencies and research insti-
tutions in the United States and Europe.
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment has produced one of the best stud-
ies, “Responding to Threat of Climate
Change Mega-Catastrophes.” But for the
most part these initiatives are prelimi-
nary and uncoordinated. 

We need a much more deliberate Plan
Z, with detailed scenarios of plausible cli-
mate shocks; close analyses of options
for emergency response by govern-
ments, corporations and nongovernmen-
tal groups; and clear specifics about
what resources — financial, technologi-
cal and organizational — we will need to
cope with different types of crises.

In the most likely scenarios, climate
change would cause some kind of re-
gional or continental disruption, like a
major crop failure; this disruption would
cascade through the world’s tightly con-
nected economic and political systems to
produce a global effect. Severe floods dis-
locating millions of people in a key poor
country — as we’re seeing right now in
Pakistan — could allow radicals to seize
power and tip a geopolitically vital region
into war. Or drought could cause an eco-
nomically critical region like the North
China plain to exhaust its water reserves,
forcing people to leave en masse and pre-
cipitating a crisis that reverberates
through the world economy. 

A
climate shock in North America

is easy to imagine. Say a pro-
longed drought causes major
cities in the American South-
east or Southwest to run out

of water; both regions have large urban
populations pushing against upper limits
of water supply. The news clips of cars
streaming out of Atlanta or Phoenix
might finally push our leaders to do
something serious about climate change.

If so, a Plan Z for this particular sce-
nario would help us make the most of the
opportunity. It would provide guidelines
for regional and local leaders on how to
respond to the crisis. We would decide in
advance where supplies of water would
be found and who would get priority allo-
cations; local law enforcement and emer-
gency responders would already have
worked out lines of authority with federal
agencies and the military. 

Then there are the broader steps to
mitigate climate change in general. Here,
Plan Z would address many critical ques-
tions: How fast could carbon emissions
from automobiles and energy production
be ramped down, and what would be the
economic, political and social conse-
quences of different rates of reduction?
Where would we find the vast amounts of
money needed to overhaul existing ener-
gy systems? How quickly could different
economic sectors and social groups
adapt to different kinds of climate im-
pacts? And if geoengineering to alter
earth’s climate — for example, injecting
sulfates into the high atmosphere — is to
be an option, who would make the deci-
sion and undertake the operation?

Looking over the endless, empty hori-
zon of the Arctic, I find it hard to imagine
this spot being of any importance to glo-
bal affairs. But it is just one of many
places now considered marginal that
could be the starting point for a climate
shock that plays a central role in the evo-
lution of human civilization. We need to
be ready. Ø

Disaster at
The Top of
The World

Arctic warming may
cause a global crisis. 
Are we prepared?

JONATHAN TWINGLEY

Thomas Homer-Dixon is a professor of
global systems at the Balsillie School of
International Affairs in Waterloo, Cana-
da.
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We need to pinch pennies these days.
Don’t you know we have a budget def-
icit? For months that has been the word
from Republicans and conservative
Democrats, who have rejected every
suggestion that we do more to avoid
deep cuts in public services and help the
ailing economy.

But these same politicians are eager
to cut checks averaging $3 million each
to the richest 120,000 people in the coun-
try.

What — you haven’t heard about this
proposal? Actually, you have: I’m talk-
ing about demands that we make all of
the Bush tax cuts, not just those for the
middle class, permanent.

Some background: Back in 2001,
when the first set of Bush tax cuts was
rammed through Congress, the legisla-
tion was written with a peculiar provi-
sion — namely, that the whole thing
would expire, with tax rates reverting to

2000 levels, on the last day of 2010. 
Why the cutoff date? In part, it was

used to disguise the fiscal irresponsibil-
ity of the tax cuts: lopping off that last
year reduced the headline cost of the
cuts, because such costs are normally
calculated over a 10-year period. It also
allowed the Bush administration to pass
the tax cuts using reconciliation — yes,
the same procedure that Republicans
denounced when it was used to enact
health reform — while sidestepping
rules designed to prevent the use of that
procedure to increase long-run budget
deficits. 

Obviously, the idea was to go back at
a later date and make those tax cuts
permanent. But things didn’t go ac-
cording to plan. And now the witching
hour is upon us.

So what’s the choice now? The Oba-
ma administration wants to preserve
those parts of the original tax cuts that
mainly benefit the middle class — which
is an expensive proposition in its own
right — but to let those provisions bene-
fiting only people with very high in-
comes expire on schedule. Republicans,
with support from some conservative
Democrats, want to keep the whole
thing.

And there’s a real chance that Repub-
licans will get what they want. That’s a
demonstration, if anyone needed one,
that our political culture has become not
just dysfunctional but deeply corrupt. 

What’s at stake here? According to
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, mak-
ing all of the Bush tax cuts permanent,
as opposed to following the Obama pro-
posal, would cost the federal govern-
ment $680 billion in revenue over the
next 10 years. For the sake of compari-
son, it took months of hard negotiations
to get Congressional approval for a
mere $26 billion in desperately needed
aid to state and local governments.

And where would this $680 billion go?
Nearly all of it would go to the richest 1
percent of Americans, people with in-
comes of more than $500,000 a year. But
that’s the least of it: the policy center’s
estimates say that the majority of the
tax cuts would go to the richest one-
tenth of 1 percent. Take a group of 1,000
randomly selected Americans, and pick
the one with the highest income; he’s
going to get the majority of that group’s
tax break. And the average tax break
for those lucky few — the poorest mem-
bers of the group have annual incomes
of more than $2 million, and the average
member makes more than $7 million a
year — would be $3 million over the
course of the next decade.

How can this kind of giveaway be jus-
tified at a time when politicians claim to
care about budget deficits? Well, histo-
ry is repeating itself. The original cam-
paign for the Bush tax cuts relied on de-
ception and dishonesty. In fact, my first
suspicions that we were being misled
into invading Iraq were based on the re-
semblance between the campaign for
war and the campaign for tax cuts the
previous year. And sure enough, that
same trademark deception and dishon-
esty is being deployed on behalf of tax
cuts for the wealthiest Americans.

So, for example, we’re told that it’s all
about helping small business; but only a
tiny fraction of small-business owners
would receive any tax break at all. And
how many small-business owners do
you know making several million a
year?

Or we’re told that it’s about helping
the economy recover. But it’s hard to
think of a less cost-effective way to help
the economy than giving money to peo-
ple who already have plenty, and aren’t
likely to spend a windfall.

No, this has nothing to do with sound
economic policy. Instead, as I said, it’s
about a dysfunctional and corrupt politi-
cal culture, in which Congress won’t
take action to revive the economy,
pleads poverty when it comes to pro-
tecting the jobs of schoolteachers and
firefighters, but declares cost no object
when it comes to sparing the already
wealthy even the slightest financial in-
convenience.

So far, the Obama administration is
standing firm against this outrage. Let’s
hope that it prevails in its fight. Other-
wise, it will be hard not to lose all faith
in America’s future. Ø
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Bobby Thomson died last week, and
Roger Clemens was indicted. No juxta-
position could better capture the way
we used to feel about our sports heroes,
and the way we feel about them now.

Clemens is just one of the many base-
ball superstars credibly accused of us-
ing performance-enhancing drugs. But
the Red Sox-turned-Yankee ace has
achieved a particular infamy because
he keeps obdurately denying it — to
fans, to reporters and finally (and fate-
fully) to a Congressional committee.
Other athletes have apologized, beaten
their breasts and tried to move on. But
not Clemens. A mercenary figure 
during his career, in retirement the
pitching great has become an icon of ce-
lebrity entitlement and public dishon-
esty: part LeBron James, part Richard
Nixon. 

If Clemens embodies baseball’s de-
cline into sordidness and scandal,
Thomson’s death is a reminder of the
height from which it’s fallen. “The shot
heard round the world,” his pennant-
winning home run for the New York Gi-
ants in the autumn of 1951, stands as 
the crowning glory of baseball’s golden
age.

All the romance of a bygone Ameri-
can era hovered around that day. It was
the Dodgers and the Giants, the New
York of Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Mon-
roe, the American century at its peak.

And then there was the contest itself,
thrilling and improbable and perfect.
“The art of fiction is dead,” Red Smith’s
famous account began. “Reality has
strangled invention. Only the utterly im-
possible, the inexpressibly fantastic,
can ever be plausible again.”

That was sports at its best, surely. A
day for honorable ballplayers, not cor-
rupt multimillionaires. A day untainted
by cheating or dishonesty. A game re-
duced to a pitcher, a batter and a single
pitch — and the crackle of a radio man
shouting “the Giants win the pennant!”

Except that cheating did taint Thom-
son’s famous shot. For decades, it was
rumored that the Giants’ amazing 1951
stretch run — they made up a 13-game
deficit to force the playoff with the
Dodgers — had been abetted by a sign-
stealing system devised by their man-
ager, Leo Durocher. Finally, the truth
leaked out: For the last 10 weeks of the
season, and throughout the showdown
with the Dodgers, the Giants used a
centerfield telescope and a complex
system of signals to tell their batters
what pitch was coming next.

In Joshua Prager’s book on that pen-
nant race, “The Echoing Green,” he
asks an aging Thomson — the kindest,
most modest man imaginable, by all ac-
counts — about the sign-stealing and
his immortal three-run blast. The con-
versations that follow are agonizing.

Did he look for the signal on that pitch?
“I’d have to say no more than yes,”
Thomson says. Then: “I don’t like to
think of something taking away from it.”
Then, in a later discussion: “It would
take a little away from me in my mind if
I felt I got help on that pitch.” Then, fi-
nally: “My answer is no.”

And a coda: “I was always proud of

that swing.”
Somewhere, waiting for his day in

court, Roger Clemens is probably tell-
ing himself similar things. Whatever the
truth about the drugs he took or didn’t
take, he wants to believe — and wants
us to believe — that all his achieve-
ments, all his wins and strikeouts, be-
long to him and not to any secret advan-
tage he obtained. 

Thomson was caught up in a team-
wide escapade, whereas Clemens’s
drug-related decisions were his and 
his alone. But when we think about 
the outcast pitcher — and about the

whole steroids scandal — we should
keep their parallel stories in mind, and
perhaps judge modern athletes more le-
niently. 

Not because the steroids scandal
wasn’t distinctively ugly, and distinc-
tively devastating. But it’s part of a pat-
tern that runs back through all of base-
ball’s past — through the amphet-
amines that veterans pressed on young-
er players, the spitballs pitchers boast-
ed about throwing, and every other
edge that athletes turned to in duress. 

What’s more, we know so little, even
now, about who used steroids, and how
often, and how it shaped the game. And
for every Clemens or Barry Bonds or
Mark McGwire being held up for public
flagellation, there’s doubtless a future
Hall of Famer — or a scrappy, beloved
“gamer” — whose drug use is still as se-
cret as the 1951 Giants’ sign-stealing
used to be.

What Roger Clemens wants — what
he’s recklessly pursued, to the point
where he’s facing perjury charges and
possibly jail — is what Bobby Thomson
enjoyed. He wants to be judged on what
happened on the field, where pitches
are thrown and swings are taken, and
everything else fades into irrelevance.

We know too much to give him that.
But though he hasn’t asked for it, may-
be we also know enough about baseball
history to give him our forgiveness. Ø

ROSS DOUTHAT

What Roger Clemens Wants

Baseball, Bobby
Thomson and the

benefit of the doubt. 

By Thomas Homer-Dixon

ABOARD THE LOUIS S. ST-LAURENT

S
TANDING on the deck of this

floating laboratory for Arctic
science, which is part of Cana-
da’s Coast Guard fleet and one
of the world’s most powerful

icebreakers, I can see vivid evidence of
climate change. Channels through the
Canadian Arctic archipelago that were
choked with ice at this time of year two
decades ago are now expanses of open
water or vast patchworks of tiny islands
of melting ice.

In 1994, the “Louie,” as the crew calls
the ship, and a United States Coast
Guard icebreaker, the Polar Sea,
smashed their way to the North Pole
through thousands of miles of pack ice
six- to nine-feet thick. “The sea condi-
tions in the Arctic Ocean were rarely an
issue for us in those days, because the
thick continuous ice kept waves from
forming,” Marc Rothwell, the Louie’s
captain, told me. “Now, there’s so much
open water that we have to account for
heavy swells that undulate through the
sea ice. It’s almost like a dream: the
swells move in slow motion, like nothing
I’ve seen elsewhere.”

The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
the rest of the planet, and this summer its
sea ice is melting at a near-record pace.
The sun is heating the newly open water,
so it will take longer to refreeze this win-
ter, and the resulting thinner ice will melt
more easily next summer. 

At the same time, warm Pacific Ocean
water is pulsing through the Bering
Strait into the Arctic basin, helping melt
a large area of sea ice between Alaska
and eastern Siberia. Scientists are just
beginning to learn how this exposed wa-
ter has changed the movement of heat
energy and major air currents across the
Arctic basin, in turn producing winds
that push remaining sea ice down the
coasts of Greenland into the Atlantic.

Globally, 2010 is on track to be the
warmest year on record. In regions
around the world, indications abound
that earth’s climate is quickly changing,
like the devastating mudslides in China
and weeks of searing heat in Russia. But
in the world’s capitals, movement on cli-
mate policy has nearly stopped. 

Democrats in the Senate decided last
month that they wouldn’t push for ap-
proval of a climate bill. In Canada, Aus-
tralia, Japan and countries across Eu-
rope, the global economic crisis and oth-
er near-term concerns have pushed cli-
mate issues to the back burner. For China
and India, economic growth and energy
security are more vital priorities.

Climate policy is gridlocked, and
there’s virtually no chance of a break-
through. Many factors have conspired to
produce this situation. Human beings are
notoriously poor at responding to prob-
lems that develop incrementally. And
most of us aren’t eager to change our life-
styles by sharply reducing our energy
consumption.

But social scientists have identified an-
other major reason: Climate change has
become an ideologically polarizing issue.

It taps into deep personal identities and
causes what Dan Kahan of Yale calls
“protective cognition” — we judge things
in part on whether we see ourselves as
rugged individualists mastering nature
or as members of interconnected socie-
ties who live in harmony with the envi-
ronment. Powerful special interests like

the coal and oil industries have learned
how to halt movement on climate policy
by exploiting the fear people feel when
their identities are threatened.

Given this reality, we’ll almost certain-
ly need some kind of devastating climate
shock to get effective climate policy.
That’s the key lesson of the recent finan-
cial crisis: when powerful special in-
terests have convinced much of the pub-
lic that what they’re doing isn’t danger-
ous, only a disaster that discredits those
interests will provide an opportunity for

comprehensive policy change like the
Dodd-Frank financial regulations.

It is possible that the changes I’m see-
ing from the ship deck are the beginning
of the climate shock that will awaken us
to the danger we face. Scientists aren’t
sure what will happen when a significant
portion of the Arctic Ocean changes from
white, sunlight-reflecting ice to dark,
sunlight-absorbing open water. But most
aren’t sanguine. 

These experts are especially con-
cerned that new patterns of air move-
ment in the Arctic could disrupt the
Northern Hemisphere’s jet streams —
which are apparently weakening and
moving northward. This could alter
storm tracks, rainfall patterns and food
production far to the south. 

The limited slack in the world’s food
system, particularly its grain production,
can amplify the effects of disruptions. Re-
member that two years ago, when higher
oil prices encouraged farmers to shift
enormous tracts of cropland from grain
to biofuel production, grain prices quick-
ly doubled or tripled. Violence erupted in
dozens of countries. Should climate
change cause crop failures in major food-
producing regions of Europe, North
America and East Asia, the conse-
quences would likely be far more severe.

Policy makers need to accept that soci-

eties won’t make drastic changes to ad-
dress climate change until such a crisis
hits. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth-
ing for them to do in the meantime. When
a crisis does occur, the societies with re-
sponse plans on the shelf will be far bet-
ter off than those that are blindsided. The
task for national and regional leaders,
then, is to develop a set of contingency
plans for possible climate shocks — what
we might call, collectively, Plan Z.

Some work of this kind is under way at
intelligence agencies and research insti-
tutions in the United States and Europe.
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment has produced one of the best stud-
ies, “Responding to Threat of Climate
Change Mega-Catastrophes.” But for the
most part these initiatives are prelimi-
nary and uncoordinated. 

We need a much more deliberate Plan
Z, with detailed scenarios of plausible cli-
mate shocks; close analyses of options
for emergency response by govern-
ments, corporations and nongovernmen-
tal groups; and clear specifics about
what resources — financial, technologi-
cal and organizational — we will need to
cope with different types of crises.

In the most likely scenarios, climate
change would cause some kind of re-
gional or continental disruption, like a
major crop failure; this disruption would
cascade through the world’s tightly con-
nected economic and political systems to
produce a global effect. Severe floods dis-
locating millions of people in a key poor
country — as we’re seeing right now in
Pakistan — could allow radicals to seize
power and tip a geopolitically vital region
into war. Or drought could cause an eco-
nomically critical region like the North
China plain to exhaust its water reserves,
forcing people to leave en masse and pre-
cipitating a crisis that reverberates
through the world economy. 

A
climate shock in North America

is easy to imagine. Say a pro-
longed drought causes major
cities in the American South-
east or Southwest to run out

of water; both regions have large urban
populations pushing against upper limits
of water supply. The news clips of cars
streaming out of Atlanta or Phoenix
might finally push our leaders to do
something serious about climate change.

If so, a Plan Z for this particular sce-
nario would help us make the most of the
opportunity. It would provide guidelines
for regional and local leaders on how to
respond to the crisis. We would decide in
advance where supplies of water would
be found and who would get priority allo-
cations; local law enforcement and emer-
gency responders would already have
worked out lines of authority with federal
agencies and the military. 

Then there are the broader steps to
mitigate climate change in general. Here,
Plan Z would address many critical ques-
tions: How fast could carbon emissions
from automobiles and energy production
be ramped down, and what would be the
economic, political and social conse-
quences of different rates of reduction?
Where would we find the vast amounts of
money needed to overhaul existing ener-
gy systems? How quickly could different
economic sectors and social groups
adapt to different kinds of climate im-
pacts? And if geoengineering to alter
earth’s climate — for example, injecting
sulfates into the high atmosphere — is to
be an option, who would make the deci-
sion and undertake the operation?

Looking over the endless, empty hori-
zon of the Arctic, I find it hard to imagine
this spot being of any importance to glo-
bal affairs. But it is just one of many
places now considered marginal that
could be the starting point for a climate
shock that plays a central role in the evo-
lution of human civilization. We need to
be ready. Ø

Disaster at
The Top of
The World

Arctic warming may
cause a global crisis. 
Are we prepared?

JONATHAN TWINGLEY

Thomas Homer-Dixon is a professor of
global systems at the Balsillie School of
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We need to pinch pennies these days.
Don’t you know we have a budget def-
icit? For months that has been the word
from Republicans and conservative
Democrats, who have rejected every
suggestion that we do more to avoid
deep cuts in public services and help the
ailing economy.

But these same politicians are eager
to cut checks averaging $3 million each
to the richest 120,000 people in the coun-
try.

What — you haven’t heard about this
proposal? Actually, you have: I’m talk-
ing about demands that we make all of
the Bush tax cuts, not just those for the
middle class, permanent.

Some background: Back in 2001,
when the first set of Bush tax cuts was
rammed through Congress, the legisla-
tion was written with a peculiar provi-
sion — namely, that the whole thing
would expire, with tax rates reverting to

2000 levels, on the last day of 2010. 
Why the cutoff date? In part, it was

used to disguise the fiscal irresponsibil-
ity of the tax cuts: lopping off that last
year reduced the headline cost of the
cuts, because such costs are normally
calculated over a 10-year period. It also
allowed the Bush administration to pass
the tax cuts using reconciliation — yes,
the same procedure that Republicans
denounced when it was used to enact
health reform — while sidestepping
rules designed to prevent the use of that
procedure to increase long-run budget
deficits. 

Obviously, the idea was to go back at
a later date and make those tax cuts
permanent. But things didn’t go ac-
cording to plan. And now the witching
hour is upon us.

So what’s the choice now? The Oba-
ma administration wants to preserve
those parts of the original tax cuts that
mainly benefit the middle class — which
is an expensive proposition in its own
right — but to let those provisions bene-
fiting only people with very high in-
comes expire on schedule. Republicans,
with support from some conservative
Democrats, want to keep the whole
thing.

And there’s a real chance that Repub-
licans will get what they want. That’s a
demonstration, if anyone needed one,
that our political culture has become not
just dysfunctional but deeply corrupt. 

What’s at stake here? According to
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, mak-
ing all of the Bush tax cuts permanent,
as opposed to following the Obama pro-
posal, would cost the federal govern-
ment $680 billion in revenue over the
next 10 years. For the sake of compari-
son, it took months of hard negotiations
to get Congressional approval for a
mere $26 billion in desperately needed
aid to state and local governments.

And where would this $680 billion go?
Nearly all of it would go to the richest 1
percent of Americans, people with in-
comes of more than $500,000 a year. But
that’s the least of it: the policy center’s
estimates say that the majority of the
tax cuts would go to the richest one-
tenth of 1 percent. Take a group of 1,000
randomly selected Americans, and pick
the one with the highest income; he’s
going to get the majority of that group’s
tax break. And the average tax break
for those lucky few — the poorest mem-
bers of the group have annual incomes
of more than $2 million, and the average
member makes more than $7 million a
year — would be $3 million over the
course of the next decade.

How can this kind of giveaway be jus-
tified at a time when politicians claim to
care about budget deficits? Well, histo-
ry is repeating itself. The original cam-
paign for the Bush tax cuts relied on de-
ception and dishonesty. In fact, my first
suspicions that we were being misled
into invading Iraq were based on the re-
semblance between the campaign for
war and the campaign for tax cuts the
previous year. And sure enough, that
same trademark deception and dishon-
esty is being deployed on behalf of tax
cuts for the wealthiest Americans.

So, for example, we’re told that it’s all
about helping small business; but only a
tiny fraction of small-business owners
would receive any tax break at all. And
how many small-business owners do
you know making several million a
year?

Or we’re told that it’s about helping
the economy recover. But it’s hard to
think of a less cost-effective way to help
the economy than giving money to peo-
ple who already have plenty, and aren’t
likely to spend a windfall.

No, this has nothing to do with sound
economic policy. Instead, as I said, it’s
about a dysfunctional and corrupt politi-
cal culture, in which Congress won’t
take action to revive the economy,
pleads poverty when it comes to pro-
tecting the jobs of schoolteachers and
firefighters, but declares cost no object
when it comes to sparing the already
wealthy even the slightest financial in-
convenience.

So far, the Obama administration is
standing firm against this outrage. Let’s
hope that it prevails in its fight. Other-
wise, it will be hard not to lose all faith
in America’s future. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

Now
That’s
Rich

Three million
for me, nothing

for thee.

Bobby Thomson died last week, and
Roger Clemens was indicted. No juxta-
position could better capture the way
we used to feel about our sports heroes,
and the way we feel about them now.

Clemens is just one of the many base-
ball superstars credibly accused of us-
ing performance-enhancing drugs. But
the Red Sox-turned-Yankee ace has
achieved a particular infamy because
he keeps obdurately denying it — to
fans, to reporters and finally (and fate-
fully) to a Congressional committee.
Other athletes have apologized, beaten
their breasts and tried to move on. But
not Clemens. A mercenary figure 
during his career, in retirement the
pitching great has become an icon of ce-
lebrity entitlement and public dishon-
esty: part LeBron James, part Richard
Nixon. 

If Clemens embodies baseball’s de-
cline into sordidness and scandal,
Thomson’s death is a reminder of the
height from which it’s fallen. “The shot
heard round the world,” his pennant-
winning home run for the New York Gi-
ants in the autumn of 1951, stands as 
the crowning glory of baseball’s golden
age.

All the romance of a bygone Ameri-
can era hovered around that day. It was
the Dodgers and the Giants, the New
York of Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Mon-
roe, the American century at its peak.

And then there was the contest itself,
thrilling and improbable and perfect.
“The art of fiction is dead,” Red Smith’s
famous account began. “Reality has
strangled invention. Only the utterly im-
possible, the inexpressibly fantastic,
can ever be plausible again.”

That was sports at its best, surely. A
day for honorable ballplayers, not cor-
rupt multimillionaires. A day untainted
by cheating or dishonesty. A game re-
duced to a pitcher, a batter and a single
pitch — and the crackle of a radio man
shouting “the Giants win the pennant!”

Except that cheating did taint Thom-
son’s famous shot. For decades, it was
rumored that the Giants’ amazing 1951
stretch run — they made up a 13-game
deficit to force the playoff with the
Dodgers — had been abetted by a sign-
stealing system devised by their man-
ager, Leo Durocher. Finally, the truth
leaked out: For the last 10 weeks of the
season, and throughout the showdown
with the Dodgers, the Giants used a
centerfield telescope and a complex
system of signals to tell their batters
what pitch was coming next.

In Joshua Prager’s book on that pen-
nant race, “The Echoing Green,” he
asks an aging Thomson — the kindest,
most modest man imaginable, by all ac-
counts — about the sign-stealing and
his immortal three-run blast. The con-
versations that follow are agonizing.

Did he look for the signal on that pitch?
“I’d have to say no more than yes,”
Thomson says. Then: “I don’t like to
think of something taking away from it.”
Then, in a later discussion: “It would
take a little away from me in my mind if
I felt I got help on that pitch.” Then, fi-
nally: “My answer is no.”

And a coda: “I was always proud of

that swing.”
Somewhere, waiting for his day in

court, Roger Clemens is probably tell-
ing himself similar things. Whatever the
truth about the drugs he took or didn’t
take, he wants to believe — and wants
us to believe — that all his achieve-
ments, all his wins and strikeouts, be-
long to him and not to any secret advan-
tage he obtained. 

Thomson was caught up in a team-
wide escapade, whereas Clemens’s
drug-related decisions were his and 
his alone. But when we think about 
the outcast pitcher — and about the

whole steroids scandal — we should
keep their parallel stories in mind, and
perhaps judge modern athletes more le-
niently. 

Not because the steroids scandal
wasn’t distinctively ugly, and distinc-
tively devastating. But it’s part of a pat-
tern that runs back through all of base-
ball’s past — through the amphet-
amines that veterans pressed on young-
er players, the spitballs pitchers boast-
ed about throwing, and every other
edge that athletes turned to in duress. 

What’s more, we know so little, even
now, about who used steroids, and how
often, and how it shaped the game. And
for every Clemens or Barry Bonds or
Mark McGwire being held up for public
flagellation, there’s doubtless a future
Hall of Famer — or a scrappy, beloved
“gamer” — whose drug use is still as se-
cret as the 1951 Giants’ sign-stealing
used to be.

What Roger Clemens wants — what
he’s recklessly pursued, to the point
where he’s facing perjury charges and
possibly jail — is what Bobby Thomson
enjoyed. He wants to be judged on what
happened on the field, where pitches
are thrown and swings are taken, and
everything else fades into irrelevance.

We know too much to give him that.
But though he hasn’t asked for it, may-
be we also know enough about baseball
history to give him our forgiveness. Ø

ROSS DOUTHAT

What Roger Clemens Wants

Baseball, Bobby
Thomson and the

benefit of the doubt. 

By Thomas Homer-Dixon

ABOARD THE LOUIS S. ST-LAURENT

S
TANDING on the deck of this

floating laboratory for Arctic
science, which is part of Cana-
da’s Coast Guard fleet and one
of the world’s most powerful

icebreakers, I can see vivid evidence of
climate change. Channels through the
Canadian Arctic archipelago that were
choked with ice at this time of year two
decades ago are now expanses of open
water or vast patchworks of tiny islands
of melting ice.

In 1994, the “Louie,” as the crew calls
the ship, and a United States Coast
Guard icebreaker, the Polar Sea,
smashed their way to the North Pole
through thousands of miles of pack ice
six- to nine-feet thick. “The sea condi-
tions in the Arctic Ocean were rarely an
issue for us in those days, because the
thick continuous ice kept waves from
forming,” Marc Rothwell, the Louie’s
captain, told me. “Now, there’s so much
open water that we have to account for
heavy swells that undulate through the
sea ice. It’s almost like a dream: the
swells move in slow motion, like nothing
I’ve seen elsewhere.”

The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
the rest of the planet, and this summer its
sea ice is melting at a near-record pace.
The sun is heating the newly open water,
so it will take longer to refreeze this win-
ter, and the resulting thinner ice will melt
more easily next summer. 

At the same time, warm Pacific Ocean
water is pulsing through the Bering
Strait into the Arctic basin, helping melt
a large area of sea ice between Alaska
and eastern Siberia. Scientists are just
beginning to learn how this exposed wa-
ter has changed the movement of heat
energy and major air currents across the
Arctic basin, in turn producing winds
that push remaining sea ice down the
coasts of Greenland into the Atlantic.

Globally, 2010 is on track to be the
warmest year on record. In regions
around the world, indications abound
that earth’s climate is quickly changing,
like the devastating mudslides in China
and weeks of searing heat in Russia. But
in the world’s capitals, movement on cli-
mate policy has nearly stopped. 

Democrats in the Senate decided last
month that they wouldn’t push for ap-
proval of a climate bill. In Canada, Aus-
tralia, Japan and countries across Eu-
rope, the global economic crisis and oth-
er near-term concerns have pushed cli-
mate issues to the back burner. For China
and India, economic growth and energy
security are more vital priorities.

Climate policy is gridlocked, and
there’s virtually no chance of a break-
through. Many factors have conspired to
produce this situation. Human beings are
notoriously poor at responding to prob-
lems that develop incrementally. And
most of us aren’t eager to change our life-
styles by sharply reducing our energy
consumption.

But social scientists have identified an-
other major reason: Climate change has
become an ideologically polarizing issue.

It taps into deep personal identities and
causes what Dan Kahan of Yale calls
“protective cognition” — we judge things
in part on whether we see ourselves as
rugged individualists mastering nature
or as members of interconnected socie-
ties who live in harmony with the envi-
ronment. Powerful special interests like

the coal and oil industries have learned
how to halt movement on climate policy
by exploiting the fear people feel when
their identities are threatened.

Given this reality, we’ll almost certain-
ly need some kind of devastating climate
shock to get effective climate policy.
That’s the key lesson of the recent finan-
cial crisis: when powerful special in-
terests have convinced much of the pub-
lic that what they’re doing isn’t danger-
ous, only a disaster that discredits those
interests will provide an opportunity for

comprehensive policy change like the
Dodd-Frank financial regulations.

It is possible that the changes I’m see-
ing from the ship deck are the beginning
of the climate shock that will awaken us
to the danger we face. Scientists aren’t
sure what will happen when a significant
portion of the Arctic Ocean changes from
white, sunlight-reflecting ice to dark,
sunlight-absorbing open water. But most
aren’t sanguine. 

These experts are especially con-
cerned that new patterns of air move-
ment in the Arctic could disrupt the
Northern Hemisphere’s jet streams —
which are apparently weakening and
moving northward. This could alter
storm tracks, rainfall patterns and food
production far to the south. 

The limited slack in the world’s food
system, particularly its grain production,
can amplify the effects of disruptions. Re-
member that two years ago, when higher
oil prices encouraged farmers to shift
enormous tracts of cropland from grain
to biofuel production, grain prices quick-
ly doubled or tripled. Violence erupted in
dozens of countries. Should climate
change cause crop failures in major food-
producing regions of Europe, North
America and East Asia, the conse-
quences would likely be far more severe.

Policy makers need to accept that soci-

eties won’t make drastic changes to ad-
dress climate change until such a crisis
hits. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth-
ing for them to do in the meantime. When
a crisis does occur, the societies with re-
sponse plans on the shelf will be far bet-
ter off than those that are blindsided. The
task for national and regional leaders,
then, is to develop a set of contingency
plans for possible climate shocks — what
we might call, collectively, Plan Z.

Some work of this kind is under way at
intelligence agencies and research insti-
tutions in the United States and Europe.
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment has produced one of the best stud-
ies, “Responding to Threat of Climate
Change Mega-Catastrophes.” But for the
most part these initiatives are prelimi-
nary and uncoordinated. 

We need a much more deliberate Plan
Z, with detailed scenarios of plausible cli-
mate shocks; close analyses of options
for emergency response by govern-
ments, corporations and nongovernmen-
tal groups; and clear specifics about
what resources — financial, technologi-
cal and organizational — we will need to
cope with different types of crises.

In the most likely scenarios, climate
change would cause some kind of re-
gional or continental disruption, like a
major crop failure; this disruption would
cascade through the world’s tightly con-
nected economic and political systems to
produce a global effect. Severe floods dis-
locating millions of people in a key poor
country — as we’re seeing right now in
Pakistan — could allow radicals to seize
power and tip a geopolitically vital region
into war. Or drought could cause an eco-
nomically critical region like the North
China plain to exhaust its water reserves,
forcing people to leave en masse and pre-
cipitating a crisis that reverberates
through the world economy. 

A
climate shock in North America

is easy to imagine. Say a pro-
longed drought causes major
cities in the American South-
east or Southwest to run out

of water; both regions have large urban
populations pushing against upper limits
of water supply. The news clips of cars
streaming out of Atlanta or Phoenix
might finally push our leaders to do
something serious about climate change.

If so, a Plan Z for this particular sce-
nario would help us make the most of the
opportunity. It would provide guidelines
for regional and local leaders on how to
respond to the crisis. We would decide in
advance where supplies of water would
be found and who would get priority allo-
cations; local law enforcement and emer-
gency responders would already have
worked out lines of authority with federal
agencies and the military. 

Then there are the broader steps to
mitigate climate change in general. Here,
Plan Z would address many critical ques-
tions: How fast could carbon emissions
from automobiles and energy production
be ramped down, and what would be the
economic, political and social conse-
quences of different rates of reduction?
Where would we find the vast amounts of
money needed to overhaul existing ener-
gy systems? How quickly could different
economic sectors and social groups
adapt to different kinds of climate im-
pacts? And if geoengineering to alter
earth’s climate — for example, injecting
sulfates into the high atmosphere — is to
be an option, who would make the deci-
sion and undertake the operation?

Looking over the endless, empty hori-
zon of the Arctic, I find it hard to imagine
this spot being of any importance to glo-
bal affairs. But it is just one of many
places now considered marginal that
could be the starting point for a climate
shock that plays a central role in the evo-
lution of human civilization. We need to
be ready. Ø
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Arctic warming may
cause a global crisis. 
Are we prepared?
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We need to pinch pennies these days.
Don’t you know we have a budget def-
icit? For months that has been the word
from Republicans and conservative
Democrats, who have rejected every
suggestion that we do more to avoid
deep cuts in public services and help the
ailing economy.

But these same politicians are eager
to cut checks averaging $3 million each
to the richest 120,000 people in the coun-
try.

What — you haven’t heard about this
proposal? Actually, you have: I’m talk-
ing about demands that we make all of
the Bush tax cuts, not just those for the
middle class, permanent.

Some background: Back in 2001,
when the first set of Bush tax cuts was
rammed through Congress, the legisla-
tion was written with a peculiar provi-
sion — namely, that the whole thing
would expire, with tax rates reverting to

2000 levels, on the last day of 2010. 
Why the cutoff date? In part, it was

used to disguise the fiscal irresponsibil-
ity of the tax cuts: lopping off that last
year reduced the headline cost of the
cuts, because such costs are normally
calculated over a 10-year period. It also
allowed the Bush administration to pass
the tax cuts using reconciliation — yes,
the same procedure that Republicans
denounced when it was used to enact
health reform — while sidestepping
rules designed to prevent the use of that
procedure to increase long-run budget
deficits. 

Obviously, the idea was to go back at
a later date and make those tax cuts
permanent. But things didn’t go ac-
cording to plan. And now the witching
hour is upon us.

So what’s the choice now? The Oba-
ma administration wants to preserve
those parts of the original tax cuts that
mainly benefit the middle class — which
is an expensive proposition in its own
right — but to let those provisions bene-
fiting only people with very high in-
comes expire on schedule. Republicans,
with support from some conservative
Democrats, want to keep the whole
thing.

And there’s a real chance that Repub-
licans will get what they want. That’s a
demonstration, if anyone needed one,
that our political culture has become not
just dysfunctional but deeply corrupt. 

What’s at stake here? According to
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, mak-
ing all of the Bush tax cuts permanent,
as opposed to following the Obama pro-
posal, would cost the federal govern-
ment $680 billion in revenue over the
next 10 years. For the sake of compari-
son, it took months of hard negotiations
to get Congressional approval for a
mere $26 billion in desperately needed
aid to state and local governments.

And where would this $680 billion go?
Nearly all of it would go to the richest 1
percent of Americans, people with in-
comes of more than $500,000 a year. But
that’s the least of it: the policy center’s
estimates say that the majority of the
tax cuts would go to the richest one-
tenth of 1 percent. Take a group of 1,000
randomly selected Americans, and pick
the one with the highest income; he’s
going to get the majority of that group’s
tax break. And the average tax break
for those lucky few — the poorest mem-
bers of the group have annual incomes
of more than $2 million, and the average
member makes more than $7 million a
year — would be $3 million over the
course of the next decade.

How can this kind of giveaway be jus-
tified at a time when politicians claim to
care about budget deficits? Well, histo-
ry is repeating itself. The original cam-
paign for the Bush tax cuts relied on de-
ception and dishonesty. In fact, my first
suspicions that we were being misled
into invading Iraq were based on the re-
semblance between the campaign for
war and the campaign for tax cuts the
previous year. And sure enough, that
same trademark deception and dishon-
esty is being deployed on behalf of tax
cuts for the wealthiest Americans.

So, for example, we’re told that it’s all
about helping small business; but only a
tiny fraction of small-business owners
would receive any tax break at all. And
how many small-business owners do
you know making several million a
year?

Or we’re told that it’s about helping
the economy recover. But it’s hard to
think of a less cost-effective way to help
the economy than giving money to peo-
ple who already have plenty, and aren’t
likely to spend a windfall.

No, this has nothing to do with sound
economic policy. Instead, as I said, it’s
about a dysfunctional and corrupt politi-
cal culture, in which Congress won’t
take action to revive the economy,
pleads poverty when it comes to pro-
tecting the jobs of schoolteachers and
firefighters, but declares cost no object
when it comes to sparing the already
wealthy even the slightest financial in-
convenience.

So far, the Obama administration is
standing firm against this outrage. Let’s
hope that it prevails in its fight. Other-
wise, it will be hard not to lose all faith
in America’s future. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN
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Bobby Thomson died last week, and
Roger Clemens was indicted. No juxta-
position could better capture the way
we used to feel about our sports heroes,
and the way we feel about them now.

Clemens is just one of the many base-
ball superstars credibly accused of us-
ing performance-enhancing drugs. But
the Red Sox-turned-Yankee ace has
achieved a particular infamy because
he keeps obdurately denying it — to
fans, to reporters and finally (and fate-
fully) to a Congressional committee.
Other athletes have apologized, beaten
their breasts and tried to move on. But
not Clemens. A mercenary figure 
during his career, in retirement the
pitching great has become an icon of ce-
lebrity entitlement and public dishon-
esty: part LeBron James, part Richard
Nixon. 

If Clemens embodies baseball’s de-
cline into sordidness and scandal,
Thomson’s death is a reminder of the
height from which it’s fallen. “The shot
heard round the world,” his pennant-
winning home run for the New York Gi-
ants in the autumn of 1951, stands as 
the crowning glory of baseball’s golden
age.

All the romance of a bygone Ameri-
can era hovered around that day. It was
the Dodgers and the Giants, the New
York of Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Mon-
roe, the American century at its peak.

And then there was the contest itself,
thrilling and improbable and perfect.
“The art of fiction is dead,” Red Smith’s
famous account began. “Reality has
strangled invention. Only the utterly im-
possible, the inexpressibly fantastic,
can ever be plausible again.”

That was sports at its best, surely. A
day for honorable ballplayers, not cor-
rupt multimillionaires. A day untainted
by cheating or dishonesty. A game re-
duced to a pitcher, a batter and a single
pitch — and the crackle of a radio man
shouting “the Giants win the pennant!”

Except that cheating did taint Thom-
son’s famous shot. For decades, it was
rumored that the Giants’ amazing 1951
stretch run — they made up a 13-game
deficit to force the playoff with the
Dodgers — had been abetted by a sign-
stealing system devised by their man-
ager, Leo Durocher. Finally, the truth
leaked out: For the last 10 weeks of the
season, and throughout the showdown
with the Dodgers, the Giants used a
centerfield telescope and a complex
system of signals to tell their batters
what pitch was coming next.

In Joshua Prager’s book on that pen-
nant race, “The Echoing Green,” he
asks an aging Thomson — the kindest,
most modest man imaginable, by all ac-
counts — about the sign-stealing and
his immortal three-run blast. The con-
versations that follow are agonizing.

Did he look for the signal on that pitch?
“I’d have to say no more than yes,”
Thomson says. Then: “I don’t like to
think of something taking away from it.”
Then, in a later discussion: “It would
take a little away from me in my mind if
I felt I got help on that pitch.” Then, fi-
nally: “My answer is no.”

And a coda: “I was always proud of

that swing.”
Somewhere, waiting for his day in

court, Roger Clemens is probably tell-
ing himself similar things. Whatever the
truth about the drugs he took or didn’t
take, he wants to believe — and wants
us to believe — that all his achieve-
ments, all his wins and strikeouts, be-
long to him and not to any secret advan-
tage he obtained. 

Thomson was caught up in a team-
wide escapade, whereas Clemens’s
drug-related decisions were his and 
his alone. But when we think about 
the outcast pitcher — and about the

whole steroids scandal — we should
keep their parallel stories in mind, and
perhaps judge modern athletes more le-
niently. 

Not because the steroids scandal
wasn’t distinctively ugly, and distinc-
tively devastating. But it’s part of a pat-
tern that runs back through all of base-
ball’s past — through the amphet-
amines that veterans pressed on young-
er players, the spitballs pitchers boast-
ed about throwing, and every other
edge that athletes turned to in duress. 

What’s more, we know so little, even
now, about who used steroids, and how
often, and how it shaped the game. And
for every Clemens or Barry Bonds or
Mark McGwire being held up for public
flagellation, there’s doubtless a future
Hall of Famer — or a scrappy, beloved
“gamer” — whose drug use is still as se-
cret as the 1951 Giants’ sign-stealing
used to be.

What Roger Clemens wants — what
he’s recklessly pursued, to the point
where he’s facing perjury charges and
possibly jail — is what Bobby Thomson
enjoyed. He wants to be judged on what
happened on the field, where pitches
are thrown and swings are taken, and
everything else fades into irrelevance.

We know too much to give him that.
But though he hasn’t asked for it, may-
be we also know enough about baseball
history to give him our forgiveness. Ø

ROSS DOUTHAT

What Roger Clemens Wants

Baseball, Bobby
Thomson and the

benefit of the doubt. 

By Thomas Homer-Dixon

ABOARD THE LOUIS S. ST-LAURENT

S
TANDING on the deck of this

floating laboratory for Arctic
science, which is part of Cana-
da’s Coast Guard fleet and one
of the world’s most powerful

icebreakers, I can see vivid evidence of
climate change. Channels through the
Canadian Arctic archipelago that were
choked with ice at this time of year two
decades ago are now expanses of open
water or vast patchworks of tiny islands
of melting ice.

In 1994, the “Louie,” as the crew calls
the ship, and a United States Coast
Guard icebreaker, the Polar Sea,
smashed their way to the North Pole
through thousands of miles of pack ice
six- to nine-feet thick. “The sea condi-
tions in the Arctic Ocean were rarely an
issue for us in those days, because the
thick continuous ice kept waves from
forming,” Marc Rothwell, the Louie’s
captain, told me. “Now, there’s so much
open water that we have to account for
heavy swells that undulate through the
sea ice. It’s almost like a dream: the
swells move in slow motion, like nothing
I’ve seen elsewhere.”

The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
the rest of the planet, and this summer its
sea ice is melting at a near-record pace.
The sun is heating the newly open water,
so it will take longer to refreeze this win-
ter, and the resulting thinner ice will melt
more easily next summer. 

At the same time, warm Pacific Ocean
water is pulsing through the Bering
Strait into the Arctic basin, helping melt
a large area of sea ice between Alaska
and eastern Siberia. Scientists are just
beginning to learn how this exposed wa-
ter has changed the movement of heat
energy and major air currents across the
Arctic basin, in turn producing winds
that push remaining sea ice down the
coasts of Greenland into the Atlantic.

Globally, 2010 is on track to be the
warmest year on record. In regions
around the world, indications abound
that earth’s climate is quickly changing,
like the devastating mudslides in China
and weeks of searing heat in Russia. But
in the world’s capitals, movement on cli-
mate policy has nearly stopped. 

Democrats in the Senate decided last
month that they wouldn’t push for ap-
proval of a climate bill. In Canada, Aus-
tralia, Japan and countries across Eu-
rope, the global economic crisis and oth-
er near-term concerns have pushed cli-
mate issues to the back burner. For China
and India, economic growth and energy
security are more vital priorities.

Climate policy is gridlocked, and
there’s virtually no chance of a break-
through. Many factors have conspired to
produce this situation. Human beings are
notoriously poor at responding to prob-
lems that develop incrementally. And
most of us aren’t eager to change our life-
styles by sharply reducing our energy
consumption.

But social scientists have identified an-
other major reason: Climate change has
become an ideologically polarizing issue.

It taps into deep personal identities and
causes what Dan Kahan of Yale calls
“protective cognition” — we judge things
in part on whether we see ourselves as
rugged individualists mastering nature
or as members of interconnected socie-
ties who live in harmony with the envi-
ronment. Powerful special interests like

the coal and oil industries have learned
how to halt movement on climate policy
by exploiting the fear people feel when
their identities are threatened.

Given this reality, we’ll almost certain-
ly need some kind of devastating climate
shock to get effective climate policy.
That’s the key lesson of the recent finan-
cial crisis: when powerful special in-
terests have convinced much of the pub-
lic that what they’re doing isn’t danger-
ous, only a disaster that discredits those
interests will provide an opportunity for

comprehensive policy change like the
Dodd-Frank financial regulations.

It is possible that the changes I’m see-
ing from the ship deck are the beginning
of the climate shock that will awaken us
to the danger we face. Scientists aren’t
sure what will happen when a significant
portion of the Arctic Ocean changes from
white, sunlight-reflecting ice to dark,
sunlight-absorbing open water. But most
aren’t sanguine. 

These experts are especially con-
cerned that new patterns of air move-
ment in the Arctic could disrupt the
Northern Hemisphere’s jet streams —
which are apparently weakening and
moving northward. This could alter
storm tracks, rainfall patterns and food
production far to the south. 

The limited slack in the world’s food
system, particularly its grain production,
can amplify the effects of disruptions. Re-
member that two years ago, when higher
oil prices encouraged farmers to shift
enormous tracts of cropland from grain
to biofuel production, grain prices quick-
ly doubled or tripled. Violence erupted in
dozens of countries. Should climate
change cause crop failures in major food-
producing regions of Europe, North
America and East Asia, the conse-
quences would likely be far more severe.

Policy makers need to accept that soci-

eties won’t make drastic changes to ad-
dress climate change until such a crisis
hits. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth-
ing for them to do in the meantime. When
a crisis does occur, the societies with re-
sponse plans on the shelf will be far bet-
ter off than those that are blindsided. The
task for national and regional leaders,
then, is to develop a set of contingency
plans for possible climate shocks — what
we might call, collectively, Plan Z.

Some work of this kind is under way at
intelligence agencies and research insti-
tutions in the United States and Europe.
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment has produced one of the best stud-
ies, “Responding to Threat of Climate
Change Mega-Catastrophes.” But for the
most part these initiatives are prelimi-
nary and uncoordinated. 

We need a much more deliberate Plan
Z, with detailed scenarios of plausible cli-
mate shocks; close analyses of options
for emergency response by govern-
ments, corporations and nongovernmen-
tal groups; and clear specifics about
what resources — financial, technologi-
cal and organizational — we will need to
cope with different types of crises.

In the most likely scenarios, climate
change would cause some kind of re-
gional or continental disruption, like a
major crop failure; this disruption would
cascade through the world’s tightly con-
nected economic and political systems to
produce a global effect. Severe floods dis-
locating millions of people in a key poor
country — as we’re seeing right now in
Pakistan — could allow radicals to seize
power and tip a geopolitically vital region
into war. Or drought could cause an eco-
nomically critical region like the North
China plain to exhaust its water reserves,
forcing people to leave en masse and pre-
cipitating a crisis that reverberates
through the world economy. 

A
climate shock in North America

is easy to imagine. Say a pro-
longed drought causes major
cities in the American South-
east or Southwest to run out

of water; both regions have large urban
populations pushing against upper limits
of water supply. The news clips of cars
streaming out of Atlanta or Phoenix
might finally push our leaders to do
something serious about climate change.

If so, a Plan Z for this particular sce-
nario would help us make the most of the
opportunity. It would provide guidelines
for regional and local leaders on how to
respond to the crisis. We would decide in
advance where supplies of water would
be found and who would get priority allo-
cations; local law enforcement and emer-
gency responders would already have
worked out lines of authority with federal
agencies and the military. 

Then there are the broader steps to
mitigate climate change in general. Here,
Plan Z would address many critical ques-
tions: How fast could carbon emissions
from automobiles and energy production
be ramped down, and what would be the
economic, political and social conse-
quences of different rates of reduction?
Where would we find the vast amounts of
money needed to overhaul existing ener-
gy systems? How quickly could different
economic sectors and social groups
adapt to different kinds of climate im-
pacts? And if geoengineering to alter
earth’s climate — for example, injecting
sulfates into the high atmosphere — is to
be an option, who would make the deci-
sion and undertake the operation?

Looking over the endless, empty hori-
zon of the Arctic, I find it hard to imagine
this spot being of any importance to glo-
bal affairs. But it is just one of many
places now considered marginal that
could be the starting point for a climate
shock that plays a central role in the evo-
lution of human civilization. We need to
be ready. Ø

Disaster at
The Top of
The World

Arctic warming may
cause a global crisis. 
Are we prepared?

JONATHAN TWINGLEY

Thomas Homer-Dixon is a professor of
global systems at the Balsillie School of
International Affairs in Waterloo, Cana-
da.
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We need to pinch pennies these days.
Don’t you know we have a budget def-
icit? For months that has been the word
from Republicans and conservative
Democrats, who have rejected every
suggestion that we do more to avoid
deep cuts in public services and help the
ailing economy.

But these same politicians are eager
to cut checks averaging $3 million each
to the richest 120,000 people in the coun-
try.

What — you haven’t heard about this
proposal? Actually, you have: I’m talk-
ing about demands that we make all of
the Bush tax cuts, not just those for the
middle class, permanent.

Some background: Back in 2001,
when the first set of Bush tax cuts was
rammed through Congress, the legisla-
tion was written with a peculiar provi-
sion — namely, that the whole thing
would expire, with tax rates reverting to

2000 levels, on the last day of 2010. 
Why the cutoff date? In part, it was

used to disguise the fiscal irresponsibil-
ity of the tax cuts: lopping off that last
year reduced the headline cost of the
cuts, because such costs are normally
calculated over a 10-year period. It also
allowed the Bush administration to pass
the tax cuts using reconciliation — yes,
the same procedure that Republicans
denounced when it was used to enact
health reform — while sidestepping
rules designed to prevent the use of that
procedure to increase long-run budget
deficits. 

Obviously, the idea was to go back at
a later date and make those tax cuts
permanent. But things didn’t go ac-
cording to plan. And now the witching
hour is upon us.

So what’s the choice now? The Oba-
ma administration wants to preserve
those parts of the original tax cuts that
mainly benefit the middle class — which
is an expensive proposition in its own
right — but to let those provisions bene-
fiting only people with very high in-
comes expire on schedule. Republicans,
with support from some conservative
Democrats, want to keep the whole
thing.

And there’s a real chance that Repub-
licans will get what they want. That’s a
demonstration, if anyone needed one,
that our political culture has become not
just dysfunctional but deeply corrupt. 

What’s at stake here? According to
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, mak-
ing all of the Bush tax cuts permanent,
as opposed to following the Obama pro-
posal, would cost the federal govern-
ment $680 billion in revenue over the
next 10 years. For the sake of compari-
son, it took months of hard negotiations
to get Congressional approval for a
mere $26 billion in desperately needed
aid to state and local governments.

And where would this $680 billion go?
Nearly all of it would go to the richest 1
percent of Americans, people with in-
comes of more than $500,000 a year. But
that’s the least of it: the policy center’s
estimates say that the majority of the
tax cuts would go to the richest one-
tenth of 1 percent. Take a group of 1,000
randomly selected Americans, and pick
the one with the highest income; he’s
going to get the majority of that group’s
tax break. And the average tax break
for those lucky few — the poorest mem-
bers of the group have annual incomes
of more than $2 million, and the average
member makes more than $7 million a
year — would be $3 million over the
course of the next decade.

How can this kind of giveaway be jus-
tified at a time when politicians claim to
care about budget deficits? Well, histo-
ry is repeating itself. The original cam-
paign for the Bush tax cuts relied on de-
ception and dishonesty. In fact, my first
suspicions that we were being misled
into invading Iraq were based on the re-
semblance between the campaign for
war and the campaign for tax cuts the
previous year. And sure enough, that
same trademark deception and dishon-
esty is being deployed on behalf of tax
cuts for the wealthiest Americans.

So, for example, we’re told that it’s all
about helping small business; but only a
tiny fraction of small-business owners
would receive any tax break at all. And
how many small-business owners do
you know making several million a
year?

Or we’re told that it’s about helping
the economy recover. But it’s hard to
think of a less cost-effective way to help
the economy than giving money to peo-
ple who already have plenty, and aren’t
likely to spend a windfall.

No, this has nothing to do with sound
economic policy. Instead, as I said, it’s
about a dysfunctional and corrupt politi-
cal culture, in which Congress won’t
take action to revive the economy,
pleads poverty when it comes to pro-
tecting the jobs of schoolteachers and
firefighters, but declares cost no object
when it comes to sparing the already
wealthy even the slightest financial in-
convenience.

So far, the Obama administration is
standing firm against this outrage. Let’s
hope that it prevails in its fight. Other-
wise, it will be hard not to lose all faith
in America’s future. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

Now
That’s
Rich

Three million
for me, nothing

for thee.

Bobby Thomson died last week, and
Roger Clemens was indicted. No juxta-
position could better capture the way
we used to feel about our sports heroes,
and the way we feel about them now.

Clemens is just one of the many base-
ball superstars credibly accused of us-
ing performance-enhancing drugs. But
the Red Sox-turned-Yankee ace has
achieved a particular infamy because
he keeps obdurately denying it — to
fans, to reporters and finally (and fate-
fully) to a Congressional committee.
Other athletes have apologized, beaten
their breasts and tried to move on. But
not Clemens. A mercenary figure 
during his career, in retirement the
pitching great has become an icon of ce-
lebrity entitlement and public dishon-
esty: part LeBron James, part Richard
Nixon. 

If Clemens embodies baseball’s de-
cline into sordidness and scandal,
Thomson’s death is a reminder of the
height from which it’s fallen. “The shot
heard round the world,” his pennant-
winning home run for the New York Gi-
ants in the autumn of 1951, stands as 
the crowning glory of baseball’s golden
age.

All the romance of a bygone Ameri-
can era hovered around that day. It was
the Dodgers and the Giants, the New
York of Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Mon-
roe, the American century at its peak.

And then there was the contest itself,
thrilling and improbable and perfect.
“The art of fiction is dead,” Red Smith’s
famous account began. “Reality has
strangled invention. Only the utterly im-
possible, the inexpressibly fantastic,
can ever be plausible again.”

That was sports at its best, surely. A
day for honorable ballplayers, not cor-
rupt multimillionaires. A day untainted
by cheating or dishonesty. A game re-
duced to a pitcher, a batter and a single
pitch — and the crackle of a radio man
shouting “the Giants win the pennant!”

Except that cheating did taint Thom-
son’s famous shot. For decades, it was
rumored that the Giants’ amazing 1951
stretch run — they made up a 13-game
deficit to force the playoff with the
Dodgers — had been abetted by a sign-
stealing system devised by their man-
ager, Leo Durocher. Finally, the truth
leaked out: For the last 10 weeks of the
season, and throughout the showdown
with the Dodgers, the Giants used a
centerfield telescope and a complex
system of signals to tell their batters
what pitch was coming next.

In Joshua Prager’s book on that pen-
nant race, “The Echoing Green,” he
asks an aging Thomson — the kindest,
most modest man imaginable, by all ac-
counts — about the sign-stealing and
his immortal three-run blast. The con-
versations that follow are agonizing.

Did he look for the signal on that pitch?
“I’d have to say no more than yes,”
Thomson says. Then: “I don’t like to
think of something taking away from it.”
Then, in a later discussion: “It would
take a little away from me in my mind if
I felt I got help on that pitch.” Then, fi-
nally: “My answer is no.”

And a coda: “I was always proud of

that swing.”
Somewhere, waiting for his day in

court, Roger Clemens is probably tell-
ing himself similar things. Whatever the
truth about the drugs he took or didn’t
take, he wants to believe — and wants
us to believe — that all his achieve-
ments, all his wins and strikeouts, be-
long to him and not to any secret advan-
tage he obtained. 

Thomson was caught up in a team-
wide escapade, whereas Clemens’s
drug-related decisions were his and 
his alone. But when we think about 
the outcast pitcher — and about the

whole steroids scandal — we should
keep their parallel stories in mind, and
perhaps judge modern athletes more le-
niently. 

Not because the steroids scandal
wasn’t distinctively ugly, and distinc-
tively devastating. But it’s part of a pat-
tern that runs back through all of base-
ball’s past — through the amphet-
amines that veterans pressed on young-
er players, the spitballs pitchers boast-
ed about throwing, and every other
edge that athletes turned to in duress. 

What’s more, we know so little, even
now, about who used steroids, and how
often, and how it shaped the game. And
for every Clemens or Barry Bonds or
Mark McGwire being held up for public
flagellation, there’s doubtless a future
Hall of Famer — or a scrappy, beloved
“gamer” — whose drug use is still as se-
cret as the 1951 Giants’ sign-stealing
used to be.

What Roger Clemens wants — what
he’s recklessly pursued, to the point
where he’s facing perjury charges and
possibly jail — is what Bobby Thomson
enjoyed. He wants to be judged on what
happened on the field, where pitches
are thrown and swings are taken, and
everything else fades into irrelevance.

We know too much to give him that.
But though he hasn’t asked for it, may-
be we also know enough about baseball
history to give him our forgiveness. Ø

ROSS DOUTHAT

What Roger Clemens Wants

Baseball, Bobby
Thomson and the

benefit of the doubt. 

By Thomas Homer-Dixon

ABOARD THE LOUIS S. ST-LAURENT

S
TANDING on the deck of this

floating laboratory for Arctic
science, which is part of Cana-
da’s Coast Guard fleet and one
of the world’s most powerful

icebreakers, I can see vivid evidence of
climate change. Channels through the
Canadian Arctic archipelago that were
choked with ice at this time of year two
decades ago are now expanses of open
water or vast patchworks of tiny islands
of melting ice.

In 1994, the “Louie,” as the crew calls
the ship, and a United States Coast
Guard icebreaker, the Polar Sea,
smashed their way to the North Pole
through thousands of miles of pack ice
six- to nine-feet thick. “The sea condi-
tions in the Arctic Ocean were rarely an
issue for us in those days, because the
thick continuous ice kept waves from
forming,” Marc Rothwell, the Louie’s
captain, told me. “Now, there’s so much
open water that we have to account for
heavy swells that undulate through the
sea ice. It’s almost like a dream: the
swells move in slow motion, like nothing
I’ve seen elsewhere.”

The Arctic is warming twice as fast as
the rest of the planet, and this summer its
sea ice is melting at a near-record pace.
The sun is heating the newly open water,
so it will take longer to refreeze this win-
ter, and the resulting thinner ice will melt
more easily next summer. 

At the same time, warm Pacific Ocean
water is pulsing through the Bering
Strait into the Arctic basin, helping melt
a large area of sea ice between Alaska
and eastern Siberia. Scientists are just
beginning to learn how this exposed wa-
ter has changed the movement of heat
energy and major air currents across the
Arctic basin, in turn producing winds
that push remaining sea ice down the
coasts of Greenland into the Atlantic.

Globally, 2010 is on track to be the
warmest year on record. In regions
around the world, indications abound
that earth’s climate is quickly changing,
like the devastating mudslides in China
and weeks of searing heat in Russia. But
in the world’s capitals, movement on cli-
mate policy has nearly stopped. 

Democrats in the Senate decided last
month that they wouldn’t push for ap-
proval of a climate bill. In Canada, Aus-
tralia, Japan and countries across Eu-
rope, the global economic crisis and oth-
er near-term concerns have pushed cli-
mate issues to the back burner. For China
and India, economic growth and energy
security are more vital priorities.

Climate policy is gridlocked, and
there’s virtually no chance of a break-
through. Many factors have conspired to
produce this situation. Human beings are
notoriously poor at responding to prob-
lems that develop incrementally. And
most of us aren’t eager to change our life-
styles by sharply reducing our energy
consumption.

But social scientists have identified an-
other major reason: Climate change has
become an ideologically polarizing issue.

It taps into deep personal identities and
causes what Dan Kahan of Yale calls
“protective cognition” — we judge things
in part on whether we see ourselves as
rugged individualists mastering nature
or as members of interconnected socie-
ties who live in harmony with the envi-
ronment. Powerful special interests like

the coal and oil industries have learned
how to halt movement on climate policy
by exploiting the fear people feel when
their identities are threatened.

Given this reality, we’ll almost certain-
ly need some kind of devastating climate
shock to get effective climate policy.
That’s the key lesson of the recent finan-
cial crisis: when powerful special in-
terests have convinced much of the pub-
lic that what they’re doing isn’t danger-
ous, only a disaster that discredits those
interests will provide an opportunity for

comprehensive policy change like the
Dodd-Frank financial regulations.

It is possible that the changes I’m see-
ing from the ship deck are the beginning
of the climate shock that will awaken us
to the danger we face. Scientists aren’t
sure what will happen when a significant
portion of the Arctic Ocean changes from
white, sunlight-reflecting ice to dark,
sunlight-absorbing open water. But most
aren’t sanguine. 

These experts are especially con-
cerned that new patterns of air move-
ment in the Arctic could disrupt the
Northern Hemisphere’s jet streams —
which are apparently weakening and
moving northward. This could alter
storm tracks, rainfall patterns and food
production far to the south. 

The limited slack in the world’s food
system, particularly its grain production,
can amplify the effects of disruptions. Re-
member that two years ago, when higher
oil prices encouraged farmers to shift
enormous tracts of cropland from grain
to biofuel production, grain prices quick-
ly doubled or tripled. Violence erupted in
dozens of countries. Should climate
change cause crop failures in major food-
producing regions of Europe, North
America and East Asia, the conse-
quences would likely be far more severe.

Policy makers need to accept that soci-

eties won’t make drastic changes to ad-
dress climate change until such a crisis
hits. But that doesn’t mean there’s noth-
ing for them to do in the meantime. When
a crisis does occur, the societies with re-
sponse plans on the shelf will be far bet-
ter off than those that are blindsided. The
task for national and regional leaders,
then, is to develop a set of contingency
plans for possible climate shocks — what
we might call, collectively, Plan Z.

Some work of this kind is under way at
intelligence agencies and research insti-
tutions in the United States and Europe.
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment has produced one of the best stud-
ies, “Responding to Threat of Climate
Change Mega-Catastrophes.” But for the
most part these initiatives are prelimi-
nary and uncoordinated. 

We need a much more deliberate Plan
Z, with detailed scenarios of plausible cli-
mate shocks; close analyses of options
for emergency response by govern-
ments, corporations and nongovernmen-
tal groups; and clear specifics about
what resources — financial, technologi-
cal and organizational — we will need to
cope with different types of crises.

In the most likely scenarios, climate
change would cause some kind of re-
gional or continental disruption, like a
major crop failure; this disruption would
cascade through the world’s tightly con-
nected economic and political systems to
produce a global effect. Severe floods dis-
locating millions of people in a key poor
country — as we’re seeing right now in
Pakistan — could allow radicals to seize
power and tip a geopolitically vital region
into war. Or drought could cause an eco-
nomically critical region like the North
China plain to exhaust its water reserves,
forcing people to leave en masse and pre-
cipitating a crisis that reverberates
through the world economy. 

A
climate shock in North America

is easy to imagine. Say a pro-
longed drought causes major
cities in the American South-
east or Southwest to run out

of water; both regions have large urban
populations pushing against upper limits
of water supply. The news clips of cars
streaming out of Atlanta or Phoenix
might finally push our leaders to do
something serious about climate change.

If so, a Plan Z for this particular sce-
nario would help us make the most of the
opportunity. It would provide guidelines
for regional and local leaders on how to
respond to the crisis. We would decide in
advance where supplies of water would
be found and who would get priority allo-
cations; local law enforcement and emer-
gency responders would already have
worked out lines of authority with federal
agencies and the military. 

Then there are the broader steps to
mitigate climate change in general. Here,
Plan Z would address many critical ques-
tions: How fast could carbon emissions
from automobiles and energy production
be ramped down, and what would be the
economic, political and social conse-
quences of different rates of reduction?
Where would we find the vast amounts of
money needed to overhaul existing ener-
gy systems? How quickly could different
economic sectors and social groups
adapt to different kinds of climate im-
pacts? And if geoengineering to alter
earth’s climate — for example, injecting
sulfates into the high atmosphere — is to
be an option, who would make the deci-
sion and undertake the operation?

Looking over the endless, empty hori-
zon of the Arctic, I find it hard to imagine
this spot being of any importance to glo-
bal affairs. But it is just one of many
places now considered marginal that
could be the starting point for a climate
shock that plays a central role in the evo-
lution of human civilization. We need to
be ready. Ø
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The World

Arctic warming may
cause a global crisis. 
Are we prepared?
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø
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One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder
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By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø
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One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder
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By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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partisan cause. 
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø
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Banana republic, 
here we come.

One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder

DAVID BROOKS

The Responsibility Deficit

Thinking 
of ways 

to prevent gridlock.

A Special Section: Op-Ed at 40
On Sept. 21, 1970, readers who turned to the last inside page of The 
Times found something new: a forum for outside opinion called Op-Ed. 
On Sunday, a special section will feature a selection of noteworthy articles 
and illustrations that have appeared in the nearly 15,000 Op-Ed pages 
published over the last four decades. 

By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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partisan cause. 

Ron Chernow is the author of “Alexan-
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø
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One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder
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By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø
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One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder

DAVID BROOKS

The Responsibility Deficit

Thinking 
of ways 

to prevent gridlock.

A Special Section: Op-Ed at 40
On Sept. 21, 1970, readers who turned to the last inside page of The 
Times found something new: a forum for outside opinion called Op-Ed. 
On Sunday, a special section will feature a selection of noteworthy articles 
and illustrations that have appeared in the nearly 15,000 Op-Ed pages 
published over the last four decades. 

By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø
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One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder
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By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø
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One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder
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By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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Once upon a time, a Latin American
political party promised to help motor-
ists save money on gasoline. How? By
building highways that ran only down-
hill. 

I’ve always liked that story, but the
truth is that the party received hardly
any votes. And that means that the joke
is really on us. For these days one of
America’s two great political parties
routinely makes equally nonsensical
promises. Never mind the war on ter-
ror, the party’s main concern seems to
be the war on arithmetic. And this party
has a better than even chance of retak-
ing at least one house of Congress this
November.

Banana republic, here we come.
On Thursday, House Republicans re-

leased their “Pledge to America,” sup-
posedly outlining their policy agenda.
In essence, what they say is, “Deficits
are a terrible thing. Let’s make them
much bigger.” The document repeatedly
condemns federal debt — 16 times, by
my count. But the main substantive pol-
icy proposal is to make the Bush tax
cuts permanent, which independent es-
timates say would add about $3.7 trillion
to the debt over the next decade —
about $700 billion more than the Obama
administration’s tax proposals.

True, the document talks about the
need to cut spending. But as far as I can
see, there’s only one specific cut pro-
posed — canceling the rest of the Trou-

bled Asset Relief Program, which Re-
publicans claim (implausibly) would
save $16 billion. That’s less than half of 1
percent of the budget cost of those tax
cuts. As for the rest, everything must be
cut, in ways not specified — “except for
common-sense exceptions for seniors,
veterans, and our troops.” In other
words, Social Security, Medicare and
the defense budget are off-limits.

So what’s left? Howard Gleckman of
the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center has
done the math. As he points out, the
only way to balance the budget by 2020,
while simultaneously (a) making the
Bush tax cuts permanent and (b) pro-
tecting all the programs Republicans
say they won’t cut, is to completely
abolish the rest of the federal govern-
ment: “No more national parks, no
more Small Business Administration
loans, no more export subsidies, no
more N.I.H. No more Medicaid (one-
third of its budget pays for long-term
care for our parents and others with dis-
abilities). No more child health or child
nutrition programs. No more highway
construction. No more homeland securi-
ty. Oh, and no more Congress.”

The “pledge,” then, is nonsense. But
isn’t that true of all political platforms?
The answer is, not to anything like the
same extent. Many independent ana-
lysts believe that the Obama adminis-
tration’s long-run budget projections
are somewhat too optimistic — but, if
so, it’s a matter of technical details. Nei-
ther President Obama nor any other
leading Democrat, as far as I can recall,
has ever claimed that up is down, that
you can sharply reduce revenue, pro-
tect all the programs voters like, and
still balance the budget.

And the G.O.P. itself used to make
more sense than it does now. Ronald
Reagan’s claim that cutting taxes would
actually increase revenue was wishful
thinking, but at least he had some kind
of theory behind his proposals. When
former President George W. Bush cam-
paigned for big tax cuts in 2000, he
claimed that these cuts were affordable
given (unrealistic) projections of future
budget surpluses. Now, however, Re-
publicans aren’t even pretending that
their numbers add up.

So how did we get to the point where
one of our two major political parties
isn’t even trying to make sense?

The answer isn’t a secret. The late
Irving Kristol, one of the intellectual
godfathers of modern conservatism,
once wrote frankly about why he threw
his support behind tax cuts that would
worsen the budget deficit: his task, as
he saw it, was to create a Republican
majority, “so political effectiveness was
the priority, not the accounting deficien-
cies of government.” In short, say what-
ever it takes to gain power. That’s a phi-
losophy that now, more than ever, holds
sway in the movement Kristol helped
shape.

And what happens once the move-
ment achieves the power it seeks? The
answer, presumably, is that it turns to
its real, not-so-secret agenda, which
mainly involves privatizing and disman-
tling Medicare and Social Security.

Realistically, though, Republicans
aren’t going to have the power to enact
their true agenda any time soon — if
ever. Remember, the Bush administra-
tion’s attack on Social Security was a fi-
asco, despite its large majority in Con-
gress — and it actually increased Medi-
care spending.

So the clear and present danger isn’t
that the G.O.P. will be able to achieve its
long-run goals. It is, rather, that Repub-
licans will gain just enough power to
make the country ungovernable, unable
to address its fiscal problems or any-
thing else in a serious way. As I said, ba-
nana republic, here we come. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

Downhill 
With 

The G.O.P.

Banana republic, 
here we come.

One of the oddities of the current mo-
ment is that the country wants a radical
change in government but not a radical
change in policy.

On the one hand, voters are complete-
ly disgusted with Washington. On the
other hand, they have not changed their
fundamental views on the issues. There
has been some shift to the right over the
past two years, but the policy landscape
looks mostly the way it did over the last
few decades. We’re still a closely divid-
ed nation; it’s just that we’re angrier
about it.

The result is that over the next two
years we’ll probably see gridlock on
stilts. The energized Republicans will
try to reduce the size of government,
but they won’t be able to get their bills
past President Obama. The surviving
Democrats will try to expand govern-
ment programs, but they will run smack
into a closely divided Senate and pos-
sibly a Republican-controlled House. 

Unable to do anything in the short
term, both parties will devote their en-
ergies to nothing but campaign ges-
tures for 2012. The rhetoric will fly.
Childishness will mount. Public nausea
will hit an all-time high. 

Somewhere in the country, though,
there is a politician who is going to try
to lead us out of this logjam. Whoever
that person is, I hope he or she is listen-
ing carefully to what the public is say-
ing. Because when you listen carefully,
you notice the public anger doesn’t

don’t really govern their towns. Their
room for maneuver is sharply con-
strained by federal mandates and by
the steady stream of lawsuits that push
them in ways defying common sense. 

What’s needed, Howard argues, is a
great streamlining. He’s not calling for
deregulation. It’s about giving teachers,
doctors and officials the power to actu-
ally make decisions and then holding
them accountable. Some of their choices
will be wrong, Howard acknowledges,
but it is better to live in an imperfect
world of individual responsibility than it
is to live within a dehumanizing legal
thicket that seeks to eliminate risk
through a tangle of micromanaging
statutes. 

Howard proposes expanding special-
ized health courts, which would be more
predictable than the malpractice sys-
tem. He would lift controls on teachers
and civil servants — giving them more
freedom but then ending tenure and
holding them accountable. He would
create commissions to eliminate obso-
lete laws. He would expand judges’ dis-
cretion and end mandatory sentencing.

Howard’s agenda raises some thorny
issues. But he has seized the crucial
theme of the moment. If bad government
undermines responsibility then it should
be restructured. And he’s offering one
tool a creative politician could use to
break through the logjam and help us
avoid a truly awful few years. Ø

to assign responsibility.
Presidents find that more and more of

their budgets are precommitted to enti-
tlement spending. Cabinet secretaries
find that their agenda can’t really be en-
acted because 100 million words of ex-
isting federal rules and statutes prevent
innovation this way and that. Even
when a new law is passed, it’s very hard
to tell who is responsible for executing

it because there is a profusion of agen-
cies and bureaucratic levels all with
some share of the pie. 

These things weaken individual ini-
tiative, discretion and responsibility.
But the decay expands well beyond
Washington. Teachers don’t really con-
trol their classrooms. They have to obey
a steady stream of mandates that gov-
ern everything from how they treat an
unruly child to the way they teach. Doc-
tors don’t really control their practices
but must be wary of a capricious mal-
practice system that could strike at any
moment. Local government officials

quite match the political class anger.
The political class is angry about ideo-
logical things: bloated government or
the predatory rich. The public seems to
be angry about values. 

The heart of any moral system is the
connection between action and conse-
quences. Today’s public anger rises
from the belief that this connection has
been severed in one realm after an-
other.

Financiers send the world into re-
cession and don’t seem to suffer. Neigh-
bors take on huge mortgages and then
just walk away when they go underwa-
ter. Washington politicians avoid living
within their means. Federal agencies
fail and get rewarded with more respon-
sibilities. 

What the country is really looking for
is a restoration of responsibility. If some
smart leader is going to help us get out
of ideological gridlock, that leader will
reframe politics around this end. 

Philip K. Howard has thought hard
about the decay of responsibility and
what can be done to reverse it. In a se-
ries of books ranging from “The Death
of Common Sense” to “Life Without
Lawyers,” Howard has detailed the
ways our political and legal systems un-
dermine personal responsibility.

Over the past several decades, he ar-
gues, a thicket of spending obligations,
rules and regulations has arisen, which
limits individual discretion, narrows
room for maneuver and makes it harder

DAVID BROOKS

The Responsibility Deficit

Thinking 
of ways 

to prevent gridlock.
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published over the last four decades. 

By Ron Chernow

L
IKE many popular insurgencies in

American history, the Tea Par-
ty movement has attempted to
enlist the founding fathers as
fervent adherents to its cause.

The very name invokes those disguised
patriots who clambered aboard ships in
Boston Harbor in December 1773 and
dumped chests of tea into the water rath-
er than submit to the hated tea tax. At
Tea Party rallies, marchers brandish
flags emblazoned with the Revolutionary
slogan “Don’t Tread on Me” while
George Washington impersonators and
other folks in colonial garb mingle with
the crowds.

Many Tea Party candidates and activ-
ists have tried to seize the moral high
ground by explicitly identifying with the
founders. Sharron Angle, who is mount-
ing a spirited run against Harry Reid for
a Senate seat from Nevada with Tea Par-
ty support, bristled at Mr. Reid’s conten-
tion that she is overly conservative. “I’m
sure that they probably said that about
Thomas Jefferson and George Washing-
ton and Benjamin Franklin,” she pro-
tested. “And, truly, when you look at the
Constitution and our founding fathers
and their writings . . . you might draw
those conclusions: That they were con-
servative. They were fiscally conserva-
tive and socially conservative.” 

The Tea Party movement has further
sought to spruce up its historical bona
fides by laying claim to the United States
Constitution. Many Tea Party members
subscribe to a literal reading of the na-
tional charter as a way of bolstering their
opposition to deficit spending, bank bail-
outs and President Obama’s health care
plan. A Tea Party manifesto, called the
Contract From America, even contains a
rigid provision stipulating that all legisla-
tion passed by Congress should specify
the precise clause in the Constitution giv-
ing Congress the power to pass such a
law — an idea touted Thursday by the
House Republican leadership.

But any movement that regularly sum-
mons the ghosts of the founders as a like-
minded group of theorists ends up pro-
moting an uncomfortably one-sided read-
ing of history. 

The truth is that the disputatious
founders — who were revolutionaries,
not choir boys — seldom agreed about
anything. Never has the country pro-
duced a more brilliantly argumentative,

individualistic or opinionated group of
politicians. Far from being a soft-spoken
epoch of genteel sages, the founding peri-
od was noisy and clamorous, rife with vit-
riolic polemics and partisan backbiting.
Instead of bequeathing to posterity a set
of universally shared opinions, engraved
in marble, the founders shaped a series
of fiercely fought debates that reverber-
ate down to the present day. Right along
with the rest of America, the Tea Party
has inherited these open-ended feuds,
which are profoundly embedded in our
political culture.

As a general rule, the founders favored
limited government, reserving a special
wariness for executive power, but they

clashed sharply over those limits. 
The Constitution’s framers dedicated

Article I to the legislature in the hope
that, as the branch nearest the people, it
would prove pre-eminent. But Washing-
ton, as our first president, quickly de-
spaired of a large, diffuse Congress ever
exercising coherent leadership. The first
time he visited the Senate to heed its “ad-
vice and consent,” about a treaty with the
Creek Indians, he was appalled by the
disorder. “This defeats every purpose of
my coming here,” he grumbled, then de-
parted with what one senator branded an
air of “sullen dignity.” Washington went
back one more time before dispensing
with the Senate’s advice altogether,
henceforth seeking only its consent. 

President Washington’s Treasury sec-
retary, Alexander Hamilton, wasted no
time in testing constitutional limits as he
launched a burst of government activ-
ism. In December 1790, he issued a state
paper calling for the first central bank in
the country’s history, the forerunner of

the Federal Reserve System. 
Because the Constitution didn’t in-

clude a syllable about such an institution,
Hamilton, with his agile legal mind,
pounced on Article I, Section 8, which en-
dowed Congress with all powers “neces-
sary and proper” to perform tasks as-
signed to it in the national charter. Be-
cause the Constitution empowered the
government to collect taxes and borrow
money, Hamilton argued, a central bank
might usefully discharge such functions.
In this way, he devised a legal doctrine of
powers “implied” as well as enumerated
in the Constitution.

Aghast at the bank bill, James Madi-
son, then a congressman from Virginia,
pored over the Constitution and could not
“discover in it the power to incorporate a
bank.” Secretary of State Thomas Jef-
ferson was no less horrified by Hamil-
ton’s legal legerdemain. He thought that
only measures indispensable to the dis-
charge of enumerated powers should be
allowed, not merely those that might
prove convenient. He spied how many
programs the assertive Hamilton was
prepared to drive through the glaring
loophole of the “necessary and proper”
clause. And he prophesied that for the
federal government “to take a single step
beyond the boundaries thus specifically
drawn . . . is to take possession of a
boundless field of power.” 

After reviewing cogent legal argu-
ments presented by Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, President Washington came
down squarely on Hamilton’s side, ap-
proving the first central bank. 

John Marshall, the famed chief justice,
traced the rise of the two-party system to
that blistering episode, and American
politics soon took on a nastily partisan
tone. That the outstanding figures of the
two main factions, Hamilton and Jef-
ferson, both belonged to Washington’s
cabinet attests to the fundamental dis-
agreements within the country. Hamilton
and his Federalist Party espoused a
strong federal government, led by a pow-
erful executive branch, and endorsed a
liberal reading of the Constitution; al-

though he resisted the label at first,
Washington clearly belonged to this
camp. 

Jefferson and his Republicans (not re-
lated to today’s Republicans) advocated
states’ rights, a weak federal govern-
ment and strict construction of the Con-
stitution. The Tea Party can claim legiti-
mate descent from Jefferson and Madi-
son, even though they founded what be-
came the Democratic Party. On the other
hand, Washington and Hamilton —
founders of no mean stature — embraced
an expansive view of the Constitution.
That would scarcely sit well with Tea
Party advocates, many of whom adhere
to the judicial doctrine of originalism —
i.e., that any interpretation of the Consti-
tution must abide by the intent of those
founders who crafted it. 

Of course, had it really been the case
that those who wrote the charter could
best fathom its true meaning, one would
have expected considerable agreement
about constitutional matters among
those former delegates in Philadelphia
who participated in the first federal gov-
ernment. But Hamilton and Madison, the
principal co-authors of “The Federalist,”
sparred savagely over the Constitution’s
provisions for years. Much in the manner
of Republicans and Democrats today, Jef-
fersonians and Hamiltonians battled over
exorbitant government debt, customs du-
ties and excise taxes, and the federal aid
to business recommended by Hamilton. 

No single group should ever presume
to claim special ownership of the found-
ing fathers or the Constitution they
wrought with such skill and ingenuity.
Those lofty figures, along with the semi-
nal document they brought forth, form a
sacred part of our common heritage as
Americans. They should be used for the
richness and diversity of their argu-
ments, not tampered with for partisan
purposes. The Dutch historian Pieter
Geyl once famously asserted that history
was an argument without an end. Our
contentious founders, who could agree
on little else, would certainly have agreed
on that. Ø
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Why it’s a bad idea to
enlist the framers in a

partisan cause. 

Ron Chernow is the author of “Alexan-
der Hamilton” and the forthcoming
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By Robert D. Kaplan

STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø
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soon: The Indian Ocean and the Future
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China, not on the
itinerary, is the real
target of the trip. 

Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN
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Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø
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STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø

DANIEL STOLLE
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China, not on the
itinerary, is the real
target of the trip. 

Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø
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Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø
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By Robert D. Kaplan

STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø

DANIEL STOLLE

Robert D. Kaplan, the author of “Mon-
soon: The Indian Ocean and the Future
of American Power,” is a senior fellow at
the Center for a New American Security
and a correspondent for The Atlantic.

China, not on the
itinerary, is the real
target of the trip. 

Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

The 
Hijacked 

Commission

A truly terrible 
budget 

proposal.

Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø

DAVID BROOKS

National Greatness Agenda

The 
next big 

social movement.
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By Robert D. Kaplan

STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø

DANIEL STOLLE

Robert D. Kaplan, the author of “Mon-
soon: The Indian Ocean and the Future
of American Power,” is a senior fellow at
the Center for a New American Security
and a correspondent for The Atlantic.

China, not on the
itinerary, is the real
target of the trip. 

Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN
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Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø
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STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø

DANIEL STOLLE
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soon: The Indian Ocean and the Future
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China, not on the
itinerary, is the real
target of the trip. 

Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø
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Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø
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By Robert D. Kaplan

STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø

DANIEL STOLLE

Robert D. Kaplan, the author of “Mon-
soon: The Indian Ocean and the Future
of American Power,” is a senior fellow at
the Center for a New American Security
and a correspondent for The Atlantic.

China, not on the
itinerary, is the real
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Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

The 
Hijacked 

Commission

A truly terrible 
budget 

proposal.

Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø

DAVID BROOKS

National Greatness Agenda

The 
next big 
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By Robert D. Kaplan

STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø

DANIEL STOLLE

Robert D. Kaplan, the author of “Mon-
soon: The Indian Ocean and the Future
of American Power,” is a senior fellow at
the Center for a New American Security
and a correspondent for The Atlantic.
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Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø
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Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø
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By Robert D. Kaplan

STOCKBRIDGE, Mass. 

P
RESIDENT OBAMA has insist-
ed that his 10-day Asian jour-
ney is all about jobs: “The pri-
mary purpose is to . . . open up
markets so that we can sell in

Asia, in some of the fastest-growing mar-
kets in the world, and we can create jobs
here in the United States of America.”
But this recasting of the agenda, a late re-
action to the midterm election, obscured
the vital geopolitical importance of the
trip.

In fact, the president has been con-
fronting a new strategic map that lies be-
yond our messy and diversionary land
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. In geo-
graphical terms, two of the countries on
the itinerary, India and Indonesia, are in
the same increasingly pivotal region: the
southern coastal areas, or “rimland” of
Eurasia, which is emerging as the
world’s hydrocarbon interstate, uniting
energy-rich Arabia and Iran with the
growing economies of the Pacific. 

Gone today are the artificial divisions
of cold-war-era studies: now the “Middle
East,” “South Asia,” “Southeast Asia”
and “East Asia” are part of a single or-
ganic continuum. In geopolitical terms,
the president’s visits in all four countries
are about one challenge: the rise of China
on land and sea.

India is increasingly feeling hemmed
in by China’s military might. It lies within
the arc of operations of Chinese fighter
jets based in Tibet. China is building or
developing large ports in Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, Sri Lanka and Burma, and pro-
viding all these Indian Ocean countries
with significant military and economic
aid. 

Although India and China fought a bor-
der war in the early 1960s, they have nev-
er really been rivals, separated as they
are by the Himalayas. But the shrinkage
of distance thanks to globalism and ad-
vances of military technology has
spawned a rivalry that is defining the
new Eurasia. 

Indeed, it is India’s emergence as a
great Eurasian power that constitutes
the best piece of news for American
strategists since the end of the cold war.

Merely by rising without any formal alli-
ance with Washington, democratic India
balances statist China. Even closer links
between the United States and India
would be better — and no doubt factored
into Mr. Obama’s talk of backing India
for a seat on the United Nations Security
Council — but are made complex by our
chaotic land wars. 

While President Obama would like to
withdraw from Afghanistan, Indian lead-
ers remain afraid he will do precisely
that. To Indians, Afghanistan is not a dis-
tant Central Asian country: it is histori-
cally part of the subcontinent. Empires
as distant as the Harappans in the fourth
millennium B.C. and as recent as the
Mughals in the early modern era made
Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern In-
dia part of the same polity. Indian elites
carry this history in their bones.

India wants a relatively benign and
non-fundamentalist Afghanistan as a
way of limiting Pakistan’s influence in
the region. (That’s why India supported
the Soviet-puppet Afghan leaders in the
1980s against the C.I.A.-backed mujahe-
deen.) 

Were the United States to withdraw
precipitously, India would understand-
ably look to Iran, Russia and perhaps

China as allies in a tacit effort to contain
Pakistan. Thus we could lose the pros-
pect of a de facto pro-American India to
balance the military and economic rise of
China. 

President Obama must weigh this fact
against the knowledge that every year
the war in Afghanistan costs our military
the equivalent of building several air-
craft-carrier strike groups that could be
used to increase our presence and to con-
tain the expansion of the Chinese Navy in
the Western Pacific, something that
would assuage the concerns of our allies
there. Of course, the president would
rather use the savings to pay down the
deficit; nonetheless, the Navy and the in-
fluence in Eurasia that it can provide
have clearly been the loser in these land
wars. 

With Indonesia, Mr. Obama faces a

similarly tricky challenge. Well over 200
million of Indonesia’s 240 million inhabit-
ants are Muslims. Because the bearers of
Islam there were sea-borne merchants,
and thus heralds of a cosmopolitan in-
terpretation of the faith that fit well with
indigenous Javanese culture, Islam in
Indonesia (and throughout the South
Seas) has lacked the austere ideological
edge found in the Middle East. 

Today, however, the advent of global
communications, along with the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan and the dispatch of
Wahhabi clerics from the Persian Gulf to
the Far East, has radicalized many Indo-
nesians. This puts the nation’s leaders in
a bind: on the one hand, they want a ro-
bust American naval presence to coun-
terbalance China, which is Indonesia’s
largest trading partner; on the other,
they fear angering the wider Islamic
world if they make closer ties to Wash-
ington too public. 

Indonesia, whose archipelago is as
vast as the continental United States is
wide, has only two submarines; China
has dozens. While China’s materialistic
culture may soften the influence of politi-
cal Islam in Southeast Asia, China also
plays on the tension between the West
and global Islam in order to limit Ameri-
can influence there. That is why Presi-
dent Obama’s mission to rebrand Amer-
ica in the eyes of Muslims carries bene-
fits that go far beyond Indonesia and the
Middle East.

Indonesia’s Muslim democracy, a doz-
en years after the fall of Suharto, boasts
vigor and moderation. And combined
with Indonesia’s immense population, it
augurs the emergence of a sort of “sec-
ond India” in the Eurasian rimland, stra-
tegically located on the Strait of Malacca,
the shipping superhighway between the
Indian and Pacific Oceans. Since the art
of preparing for a multipolar world in
military as well as economic terms is to
gain the support of like-minded others,
the Obama administration needs to use
the energy generated by the president’s
visit in order to adopt Indonesia as its
new favorite country, just as India was
adopted by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration to substantial effect.

As for Japan and South Korea, while
China remains their biggest trading part-
ner, both fear Beijing’s growing navy and
the “soft power” it projects in the Pacific.
This is largely why these countries have
let Washington maintain a military pres-
ence on their soil and the United States
has pushed them to expand their own
forces. 

Yet the Japanese and South Korean

publics are increasingly restive about the
American military bases. Thus our stra-
tegic future in the region is not these
huge cold-war-type bases with their fast-
food restaurants and shopping malls;
they inevitably become political mill-
stones. Rather, we need discreet operat-
ing locations, under local sovereignty,
that the Pentagon helps to maintain. It’s
a strategy that will work only if such op-
erations don’t raise the ire of the local
populations and press, meaning that our
public diplomacy will have to be effective
and unceasing. 

Indeed, Washington has been making
great strides on the public-diplomacy
front: a principal benefit of having spe-
cial envoys to Israel and the Palestinian
territories and to Afghanistan and Paki-
stan is that it has freed Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton to make more high-profile
trips to East and South Asia, where she
has been, in effect, competing all the
while with China on the public stage. The
president’s trip is one culmination of this
effort.

T
HE 20th century saw great,
land-centric Army deploy-
ments to Europe. George W.
Bush unwittingly continued
this tendency with great, land-

centric deployments to the Middle East,
where we became ensnared in intra-
Islamic conflict. As President Obama de-
velops his grand strategy for Eurasia, the
great step forward would be creating a
smaller footprint on land and a bigger
one at sea. Navies are very conducive to
projecting soft power: they make port
visits and guard the global commons,
whereas armies invade. 

Easing India’s fears about Chinese-
built ports in the Indian Ocean as well as
Indonesia and its neighbors’ worries
about Chinese designs in the South China
Sea and Japan and South Korea’s about
China’s goal of dominating the islands of
the Western Pacific is in each case a mat-
ter of warships, not ground troops.

As the Yale geostrategist Nicholas J.
Spykman wrote in 1942, because America
had no rivals in the Western Hemisphere,
it had the “power to spare for activities
outside the New World,” like determining
the balance of power in the Eastern
Hemisphere. And in Eurasia, Spykman
went on, the maritime rimland is pivotal,
because it is essential to the superconti-
nent’s contact with the outside world.
Let’s hope that President Obama’s visits
to key states of coastal Asia will prove
Spykman’s theory correct. Ø

DANIEL STOLLE

Robert D. Kaplan, the author of “Mon-
soon: The Indian Ocean and the Future
of American Power,” is a senior fellow at
the Center for a New American Security
and a correspondent for The Atlantic.

China, not on the
itinerary, is the real
target of the trip. 

Obama Takes Asia by Sea

Count me among those who always
believed that President Obama made a
big mistake when he created the Na-
tional Commission on Fiscal Responsi-
bility and Reform — a supposedly bipar-
tisan panel charged with coming up with
solutions to the nation’s long-run fiscal
problems. It seemed obvious, as soon as
the commission’s membership was an-
nounced, that “bipartisanship” would
mean what it so often does in Washing-
ton: a compromise between the center-
right and the hard-right.

My misgivings increased as we got a
better feel for the views of the commis-
sion’s co-chairmen. It soon became clear
that Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-
chairman, had a very Republican-sound-
ing small-government agenda. Mean-
while, Alan Simpson, the Republican co-
chairman, revealed the kind of honest
broker he is by sending an abusive
e-mail to the executive director of the
National Older Women’s League in
which he described Social Security as
being “like a milk cow with 310 million
tits.”

We’ve known for a long time, then,
that nothing good would come from the
commission. But on Wednesday, when
the co-chairmen released a PowerPoint
outlining their proposal, it was even
worse than the cynics expected. 

Start with the declaration of “Our
Guiding Principles and Values.” Among
them is, “Cap revenue at or below 21% of
G.D.P.” This is a guiding principle? And
why is a commission charged with find-
ing every possible route to a balanced

budget setting an upper (but not lower)
limit on revenue? 

Matters become clearer once you
reach the section on tax reform. The
goals of reform, as Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson see them, are presented in the
form of seven bullet points. “Lower
Rates” is the first point; “Reduce the
Deficit” is the seventh.

So how, exactly, did a deficit-cutting
commission become a commission
whose first priority is cutting tax rates,
with deficit reduction literally at the bot-
tom of the list?

Actually, though, what the co-chair-
men are proposing is a mixture of tax
cuts and tax increases — tax cuts for the
wealthy, tax increases for the middle
class. They suggest eliminating tax
breaks that, whatever you think of them,
matter a lot to middle-class Americans
— the deductibility of health benefits
and mortgage interest — and using
much of the revenue gained thereby, not
to reduce the deficit, but to allow sharp
reductions in both the top marginal tax
rate and in the corporate tax rate.

It will take time to crunch the num-
bers here, but this proposal clearly rep-
resents a major transfer of income up-
ward, from the middle class to a small
minority of wealthy Americans. And
what does any of this have to do with
deficit reduction?

Let’s turn next to Social Security.
There were rumors beforehand that the
commission would recommend a rise in
the retirement age, and sure enough,
that’s what Mr. Bowles and Mr. Simpson
do. They want the age at which Social
Security becomes available to rise along
with average life expectancy. Is that rea-
sonable?

The answer is no, for a number of rea-
sons — including the point that working
until you’re 69, which may sound doable
for people with desk jobs, is a lot harder
for the many Americans who still do
physical labor. 

But beyond that, the proposal seem-
ingly ignores a crucial point: while aver-
age life expectancy is indeed rising, it’s
doing so mainly for high earners, pre-
cisely the people who need Social Secu-
rity least. Life expectancy in the bottom
half of the income distribution has bare-
ly inched up over the past three dec-
ades. So the Bowles-Simpson proposal is
basically saying that janitors should be
forced to work longer because these
days corporate lawyers live to a ripe old
age. 

Still, can’t we say that for all its flaws,
the Bowles-Simpson proposal is a seri-
ous effort to tackle the nation’s long-run
fiscal problem? No, we can’t.

It’s true that the PowerPoint contains
nice-looking charts showing deficits fall-
ing and debt levels stabilizing. But it be-
comes clear, once you spend a little time
trying to figure out what’s going on, that
the main driver of those pretty charts is
the assumption that the rate of growth
in health-care costs will slow dramati-
cally. And how is this to be achieved? By
“establishing a process to regularly
evaluate cost growth” and taking “addi-
tional steps as needed.” What does that
mean? I have no idea.

It’s no mystery what has happened on
the deficit commission: as so often hap-
pens in modern Washington, a process
meant to deal with real problems has
been hijacked on behalf of an ideological
agenda. Under the guise of facing our
fiscal problems, Mr. Bowles and Mr.
Simpson are trying to smuggle in the
same old, same old — tax cuts for the
rich and erosion of the social safety net.

Can anything be salvaged from this
wreck? I doubt it. The deficit commis-
sion should be told to fold its tents and
go away. Ø
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The 
Hijacked 

Commission

A truly terrible 
budget 

proposal.

Elections come and go, but the United
States is still careening toward bank-
ruptcy. By 2020, the U.S. will be spend-
ing $1 trillion a year just to pay the in-
terest on the national debt. Sometime
between now and then the catastrophe
will come.

It will come with amazing swiftness.
The bond markets are with you until the
second they are against you. When the
psychology shifts and the fiscal crisis
happens, the shock will be grievous: na-
tional humiliation, diminished power in
the world, drastic cuts and spreading
pain. 

Nothing in this past election has
averted this disaster. The Republicans
talk about cutting deficits, but a party
that campaigns to restore the $400 mil-
lion in Medicare cuts included in the
health care law is not serious about
averting a fiscal meltdown. Some Dem-
ocrats, meanwhile, don’t even bother to
pretend. Look at the way many Demo-
crats completely rejected the draft pro-
posal unveiled by the chairmen of the
fiscal commission. Nancy Pelosi, the
public sector unions and many liberal
commentators are not only unwilling to
compromise to prevent a catastrophe,
they’re unwilling to even consider a
compromise. They seem to regard any-
body who would negotiate as funda-
mentally immoral and unserious. 

The report from the chairmen lists
some of the best ways to raise revenue
and cut spending. But it comes with no
enactment strategy. In this climate, ask-
ing politicians to end the mortgage de-

duction and tax employer health care
plans and raise capital gains taxes and
cut benefits for affluent seniors is like
asking them to jump on a buzzing sack
full of live grenades. They won’t do it.

So we continue on the headlong path
toward a national disaster. And along
the way our dysfunctional political sys-
tem will leave all sorts of other prob-
lems unaddressed: immigration, ener-
gy policy and on and on.

Yet, I’m optimistic right now. I’m op-
timistic because while our political sys-

tem is a mess, the economic and social
values of the country remain sound. My
optimism is also based on the conviction
that serious, vibrant societies don’t sit
by and do nothing as their governments
drive off a cliff.

Over the past few years, we have
seen millions of people mobilize — some
behind President Obama and others
around the Tea Parties. The country is
restive and looking for alternatives.
And before the next round of voting be-
gins, I suspect we will see another mass
movement: a movement of people who
don’t feel represented by either of the

partisan orthodoxies; a movement of
people who want to fundamentally
change the norms, institutions and ri-
gidities that cause our gridlock and
threaten our country.

You can’t organize a movement like
this around pain — around tax in-
creases and spending cuts. But you can
organize one around a broad revitaliza-
tion agenda, and, above all, love of coun-
try.

It will take a revived patriotism to
motivate Americans to do what needs to
be done. It will take a revived patrio-
tism to lift people out of their partisan
cliques. How can you love your country
if you hate the other half of it?

It will take a revived patriotism to get
people to look beyond their short-term
financial interest to see the long-term
national threat. Do you really love your
tax deduction more than America’s fu-
ture greatness? Are you really unwill-
ing to sacrifice your Social Security
cost-of-living adjustment at a time when
soldiers and Marines are sacrificing
their lives for their country in Afghani-
stan?

Like the civil rights movement, this
movement will ask Americans to live up
to their best selves. But it will do other
things besides. 

It will have to restore the social
norms that prevailed through much of
American history: when narcissism and
hyperpartisanship was mitigated by
loyalties larger than tribe and self;
when competition between the parties
was limited and constructive, not total

and fratricidal.
This movement will have to build in-

stitutions to support the leaders who
make the hard bargains. As in the civil
rights era, politicians won’t make big
changes unless they are impelled and
protected by a social upsurge. 

Most important, this movement will
have to develop a governing philosophy
and a policy agenda. Right now, or-
thodox liberals and conservatives have
their idea networks, and everybody else
is intellectual roadkill. This coming
movement will have to revive the Amer-
ican System: a governing philosophy
that believes in targeted federal efforts
to arouse growth, social mobility and re-
sponsibility. 

Like the chairmen’s report, this
movement could demand that Congress
wipe out tax loopholes and begin anew.
It could protect federal aid to the poor
while reducing federal subsidies to the
upper-middle class. 

The coming movement may be a third
party or it may support serious people
in the existing two. Its goal will be un-
apologetic: preserving American pre-
eminence. It will preserve America’s
standing in the world on the grounds
that this supremacy is a gift to our chil-
dren and a blessing for the earth. Ø
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Hey, has anyone noticed that “A
Christmas Carol” is a dangerous leftist
tract?

I mean, consider the scene, early in the
book, where Ebenezer Scrooge rightly
refuses to contribute to a poverty relief
fund. “I’m opposed to giving people
money for doing nothing,” he declares.
Oh, wait. That wasn’t Scrooge. That was
Newt Gingrich — last week. What
Scrooge actually says is, “Are there no
prisons?” But it’s pretty much the same
thing.

Anyway, instead of praising Scrooge
for his principled stand against the wel-
fare state, Charles Dickens makes him
out to be some kind of bad guy. How left-
ist is that?

As you can see, the fundamental issues
of public policy haven’t changed since
Victorian times. Still, some things are dif-
ferent. In particular, the production of
humbug — which was still a somewhat
amateurish craft when Dickens wrote —
has now become a systematic, even in-
dustrial, process.

Let me walk you through a case in
point, one that I’ve been following lately.

If you listen to the recent speeches of
Republican presidential hopefuls, you’ll
find several of them talking at length
about the harm done by unionized gov-

ernment workers, who have, they say,
multiplied under the Obama administra-
tion. A recent example was an op-ed arti-
cle by the outgoing Minnesota governor
Tim Pawlenty, who declared that “thanks
to President Obama,” government is the
only booming sector in our economy:
“Since January 2008” — silly me, I
thought Mr. Obama wasn’t inaugurated
until 2009 — “the private sector has lost
nearly eight million jobs, while local,
state and federal governments added
590,000.”

Horrors! Except that according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, government
employment has fallen, not risen, since
January 2008. And since January 2009,
when Mr. Obama actually did take office,
government employment has fallen by
more than 300,000 as hard-pressed state
and local governments have been forced
to lay off teachers, police officers, fire-
fighters and other workers.

So how did the notion of a surge in gov-
ernment payrolls under Mr. Obama take
hold?

It turns out that last spring there was,
in fact, a bulge in government employ-
ment. And both politicians and research-
ers at humbug factories — I mean, con-
servative think tanks — quickly seized on
this bulge as evidence of an exploding
public sector. Over the summer, articles
and speeches began to appear highlight-
ing the rise in government employment
and issuing dire warnings about what it
portended for America’s future.

But anyone paying attention knew why
public employment had risen — and it
had nothing to do with Big Government.
It was, instead, the fact that the federal
government had to hire a lot of tempo-
rary workers to carry out the 2010 Census
— workers who have almost all left the
payroll now that the Census is done.

Is it really possible that the authors of
those articles and speeches about soar-
ing public employment didn’t know what
was going on? Well, I guess we should
never assume malice when ignorance re-
mains a possibility. 

There has not, however, been any visi-
ble effort to retract those erroneous
claims. And this isn’t the only case of a
claimed huge expansion in government
that turns out to be nothing of the kind.
Have you heard the one about how
there’s been an explosion in the number
of federal regulators? Mike Konczal of
the Roosevelt Institute looked into the
numbers behind that claim, and it turns
out that almost all of those additional
“regulators” work for the Department of
Homeland Security, protecting us against
terrorists. 

Still, why does it matter what some
politicians and think tanks say? The an-
swer is that there’s a well-developed
right-wing media infrastructure in place
to catapult the propaganda, as former
President George W. Bush put it, to rap-
idly disseminate bogus analysis to a wide
audience where it becomes part of what
“everyone knows.” (There’s nothing
comparable on the left, which has fallen
far behind in the humbug race.)

And it’s a very effective process. When
discussing the alleged huge expansion of
government under Mr. Obama, I’ve re-
peatedly found that people just won’t be-
lieve me when I try to point out that it
never happened. They assume that I’m
lying, or somehow cherry-picking the
data. After all, they’ve heard over and
over again about that surge in govern-
ment spending and employment, and
they don’t realize that everything
they’ve heard was a special delivery
from the Humbug Express.

So in this holiday season, let’s remem-
ber the wisdom of Ebenezer Scrooge. Not
the bit about denying food and medical
care to those who need them: America’s
failure to take care of its own less-fortu-
nate citizens is a national disgrace. But
Scrooge was right about the prevalence
of humbug. And we’d be much better off
as a nation if more people had the cour-
age to say “Bah!” Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

The 
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I try not to fall into a rut, but every
December I give out Sidney Awards for
the best magazine essays of the year,
and every year it seems I give one to
Michael Lewis. It would be more im-
pressive if I was discovering obscure
geniuses, but Lewis keeps churning out
the masterpieces.

This year it was a Vanity Fair piece
called “Beware of Greeks Bearing
Bonds.” (The online version of this col-
umn has links to the essays.) His large
subject is the tsunami of cheap credit
that swept over the world and “offered
entire societies the chance to reveal as-
pects of their characters they could not
normally afford to indulge.”

His specific subject is Greece, a coun-
try that plundered its public institutions
while spoiling and atomizing itself. The
Greek national railroad earned 100 mil-
lion euros (about $131.4 million) in reve-
nues each year, but had a wage bill of
400 million euros plus 300 million euros
in other expenses. The country reported
a budget deficit of 3.7 percent a year, but
that was inaccurate. It was really about
14 percent of G.D.P.

Lewis’s genius was to show how the
moral breakdown spread into one of the
most remote institutions on earth, a
1,000-year-old monastery cut off by wa-
ter, culture and theology that, nonethe-
less, managed to put itself at the center
of the great plundering. 

If you go to a college classroom you’ll

likely notice that the women tend to
dominate the conversation. In an essay
called “The End of Men” in The Atlan-
tic, Hanna Rosin gathers the evidence,
showing how women are beginning to
dominate the information age.

At one clinic where parents are able
to choose the sex of their babies, 75 per-
cent choose girls. Three women earn

college degrees for every two earned by
men. Of the 15 job categories projected
to grow the most in the next decade in
the U.S., all but two are predominantly
filled by women.

Rosin describes studies showing that
corporations that have women in senior
management perform better than male-
dominated competitors. She visits ad-
missions officers who are hunting for
qualified boys. At a support group for
men behind on their child support, the
leader writes “$85,000” on the board.
“That’s her salary,” he barks. Then he
writes “$12,000” and shouts: “This is
your salary. Who’s the damn man?

Who’s the man now?” 
In Fortune, Beth Kowitt had an eye-

popping piece called “Inside the Secret
World of Trader Joe’s.” The funky, gour-
met grocery chain is actually owned by
the secretive Albrecht family from Ger-
many. Many of the products are made
by large corporations — the pita chips
are made by a division of PepsiCo and
the yogurt is actually made by Danone
Stonyfield Farm.

The company has brilliantly seized on
the growing sophistication of American
food tastes. It offers a much more lim-
ited selection than its rivals, thus reduc-
ing the anxiety of choice. It has an effi-
cient supply chain (the Tasty Bite Pun-
jab Eggplant that sold for $3.39 at Whole
Foods in Manhattan sold for more than
a dollar less at the Trader Joe’s in Stam-
ford, Conn.). It fosters community and
makes shopping a form of belonging.

You may know James Franco as the
actor who played Peter Parker’s best
friend in the Spider-Man movies, or the
lead character in the mountain-climbing
movie, “127 Hours.” While pursuing a
full-time acting career, he earned a
bachelor’s degree at U.C.L.A. and then
enrolled simultaneously in four gradu-
ate programs — New York University
for film, Columbia for writing, Brooklyn
College for writing and Warren Wilson
College for poetry. He’s also pursuing a
Ph.D. in English at Yale and taking
classes at the Rhode Island School of

Design. His fiction has been published
in Esquire (his first book-length col-
lection was published by Scribner). His
first solo art show was at the Clock-
tower Gallery in New York City.

Sam Anderson superbly captures the
everythingness of Franco’s life in a New
York Magazine piece called “The James
Franco Project.” It is a story of manic la-
bor masking the man’s enigmatic core.

Last year, William Deresiewicz deliv-
ered a countercultural lecture at West
Point. He told the cadets how to combat
the frenetic, achievement-obsessed sys-
tem in which they were raised. That
speech was subsequently published in
The American Scholar as “Solitude and
Leadership.” It’s about how to be a lead-
er, not an organization man. 

Darin Wolfe wrote a piece in Ameri-
can Scientist, called “To See for One’s
Self,” about the decline of the autopsy.
Autopsies frequently reveal major diag-
nostic errors and undiscovered illness-
es, yet the number of autopsies per-
formed each year is plummeting. Med-
ical training no longer relies on this
hands-on exercise. Doctors are afraid of
information that might lead to malprac-
tice suits. Medicare won’t pay for them.
A form of practical inquiry is being lost.

Everybody’s worried about the future
of print journalism, but this has been an
outstanding year for magazines. On
Tuesday, I’ll offer more suggestions for
holiday reading. Ø

DAVID BROOKS 

The Sidney Awards

The best magazine 
essays of 2010, 

Part I.

T
HE other car is already there when Jana pulls into the driveway.
At first, she thinks it is her father’s car, thinks maybe he’s late
leaving for the factory, and she wonders where she can stash the
cake — the overpriced, holly-sprigged log she finally brought
home to surprise her grandmother — before he finds it. But then

she sees the woman on the porch. The woman is wearing a red coat, hat
pulled down over her ears. Jana does not recognize her. 

Snow has been falling for days, swelling in mud-tinged banks between
the driveways. Jana watches the woman on the porch through the warm fog
of her own breath. The woman hasn’t noticed Jana’s car. She rings the door-
bell, then tries the handle. She puts her hands on her hips. With the wom-
an’s red coat at the top of the stairs, the bright line of wreaths and garlands
along the block is unbroken. She walks to the end of the porch and looks
around the corner of the house, leaning into the tight, snow-laden alley.
Jana thinks of what the woman will see back there: the laundry line; her
grandmother’s broken wheelchair, sold to them by the previous tenant;
empty boxes left over from
their recent move in; and,
somewhere among them, rolls
of wrapping paper Jana has
been letting the upstairs neigh-
bor hide from his children. 

The woman tries the door-
bell one more time. Jana can’t
decide if the woman is a hospi-
tal bill collector, if that’s how
it’s done here in America, if
they’ve finally progressed from
phone calls to home visits. She
wonders if she could have pre-
vented this by telling her father
about the grandmother’s pneu-
monia and their trip to the
emergency room six months
ago. The woman opens the
screen door and knocks, and
then lets it snap shut. Then she
turns around and sees Jana in
the car, and breaks into a smile.
For the first time, Jana notices
the basket in the crook of her
arm. 

Jana kills the engine and
gets out as the woman comes
down the steps, still smiling.
She almost forgets the cake box
on the seat, and by the time she
has reached in to get it, the
woman is close, hovering with
the basket. 

The woman smiles in
greeting. Her lipstick is caked
with the cold. “Do you live
here?” she says. 

Jana shuts the door, miss-
ing the insulating hum of the
engine, and says nothing. The woman’s basket is enormous, its contents
crammed tight, wrapped in cellophane and tied off with a red bow. Inside,
Jana sees cans of soup, tins of cocoa, a sticky bread loaf of some kind. 

“Do you live here?” the woman repeats. 
Eight months in America, and Jana’s accent is as heavy as it was back

home. She doesn’t want this woman to hear it. 
The woman continues smiling. “I’m from Holiday Helpers, here to de-

liver an order for this house?” She phrases it as a question. “There’s a
card,” the woman says.

The card is a folded square suspended from the bow. To open it, Jana
would have to say she lives here. But she doesn’t want to, doesn’t trust the
woman or her endless smile. 

Then the woman is flipping the card open with her fingertips. “Are you
Jana Andrick?” she wants to know. Andrich. 

Then Jana remembers the television ad. She remembers seeing it on
the tiny screen of the department store stockroom television, most late
nights since October. The Holiday Helpers ad featured a montage of smiling
people handing baskets just like this one across porches to other smiling
people. There was a number on the screen in big yellow letters, and the an-
nouncer said, “This holiday season, give to someone in need.”

The edges of the woman’s mouth are beginning to turn blue. She press-
es the basket to her side, and through the cellophane Jana sees a packet of
muffin mix and some scattered caramels. The woman is still looking at the
card, waiting for Jana to admit she lives here. “Doesn’t say who it’s from.” 

She holds the basket out to Jana, but Jana steps back. She holds up the
cake box. “Delivery,” she says, to buy time. The woman’s face changes as if
she understands, as if suddenly they are on the same side of something.

“What service?” the woman wants to know. “What company?” She
says it loudly — she’s caught Jana’s accent. Jana makes up a company
name. The woman has never heard of it, of course, but she and Jana walk
up the steps to the porch and look through the window. 

Ice has filmed over the dirt in the corners of the windowpanes. With
her hand across her forehead, Jana can see into the darkened living room.
She has never seen it this way — the still-packed boxes lined up against the
rear wall, her father’s empty armchair with his breakfast plate on the seat,
the stuffing coming out of the sofa, which is tilted over its broken leg — and
she wants to excuse it. But the woman could still be a collector, so Jana says
nothing. 

The bedroom door opens and Jana’s grandmother comes out, hair nap-
tufted. If she looks up, she’ll see them and come to the door, and Jana will
have to explain. But without her hearing aid, Jana’s grandmother is almost
deaf, and she goes down the hallway, fastening her robe, while the Holiday
Helper, animated by her appearance, pounds uselessly on the window,

shouting, “Excuse me — Merry Christmas!” 
The grandmother goes into the bathroom. Jana’s breath smears the

glass again. 
“Bad hearing,” Jana says, straightening. The woman looks disap-

pointed. 
Jana looks across the street to where a light-wired Santa and reindeer

are all grinning maniacally on the Grishams’ roof. She wonders if the bas-
ket is from them. Last week, after her grandmother got excited watching
the Grishams’ display go up, Jana stopped by the craft store and stood
among the rows of glitter-dusted ornaments and holly garlands, and tried
to pick out a bow for their door. She felt defeated just standing there, felt
that all the choices were there to trick her into making some terrible mis-
take. And then there was her father, reminding her they have no money,
nothing to celebrate. When a bored young woman in a blue apron came up
to help her, Jana turned and left. She had opted for the cake instead. A cake

you could eat. Once eaten, there wouldn’t be any evidence of frivolity hang-
ing around the house.

The woman has decided to leave her basket on the porch. “She’ll find it
when she comes out,” she says of Jana’s grandmother, and props the screen
door with the basket. Then she holds her hands out for the cake box, and
Jana has no choice but to give it to her. 

The woman looks it over. “No card?” she says, smiling. 
Jana shrugs and tries a smile. The woman probably knows she’s been

lying. 
“I wonder who sent all these things,” the woman says, putting the box

down behind the basket. “Good neighbors, probably,” the woman says. Her
teeth are perfectly white. She could still be a bill collector. But she turns the
basket around so that the big red bow is facing the door, so that it will be the
first thing Jana’s grandmother sees when she comes out. While she signs
the delivery timecard, it occurs to Jana that she will have to complete the
lie, get into her car and pull away, perhaps drive all the way down to the
bottom of the street and out of the neighborhood.

The woman goes down the porch steps. Jana follows her. Crossing the
drive, Jana looks into the woman’s car and sees Holiday Helpers baskets
crowding the back seat. The woman opens the car door and turns to her,
smiles. “Well, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” says Jana. She has no choice but to get back in the
car and pull out of the driveway. The woman’s engine sputters to life. Jana
sits still and watches her back up onto the road. When the woman pulls up
alongside, Jana puts the car in park and takes a notepad out of her glove
compartment. She sits with the engine running and pretends to write some-
thing. The woman’s car moves forward. 

At the stop sign, the woman turns in her seat and waves. Jana waves
back with her notepad. Then the woman’s car swings onto the road and she
is gone. 

Jana watches the road for a long time. A minivan with a tree strapped
to the roof goes by, and then Mrs. Grisham’s gray car comes up the slope
and pulls into her garage. But the woman in the red coat does not come
back. 

When Jana does get out of the car, the basket will still be there. It will
have to be accepted, taken inside. It will have to be explained to her father,
who will not want it, will not want its charity, unless she unpacks it right
away, hides the tins and packages around the kitchen so he will not find
them, or not know what they are if he does. 

And the bow. The bow will have to go in the trash. Or she will put it up,
put it up on the door for just a little while, take it down before he gets home.
Or maybe, with all the other wreathed doors, he won’t notice it, won’t ask
where it came from, won’t make her refuse kindness. There are, after all,
good neighbors somewhere along the block, waiting for her to carry their
kindness inside. ØTéa Obreht is the author of the forthcoming novel “The Tiger’s Wife.”

JULIANA BEASLEY, COURTESY CONTACT PRESS IMAGES

Good Neighbors
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Hey, has anyone noticed that “A
Christmas Carol” is a dangerous leftist
tract?

I mean, consider the scene, early in the
book, where Ebenezer Scrooge rightly
refuses to contribute to a poverty relief
fund. “I’m opposed to giving people
money for doing nothing,” he declares.
Oh, wait. That wasn’t Scrooge. That was
Newt Gingrich — last week. What
Scrooge actually says is, “Are there no
prisons?” But it’s pretty much the same
thing.

Anyway, instead of praising Scrooge
for his principled stand against the wel-
fare state, Charles Dickens makes him
out to be some kind of bad guy. How left-
ist is that?

As you can see, the fundamental issues
of public policy haven’t changed since
Victorian times. Still, some things are dif-
ferent. In particular, the production of
humbug — which was still a somewhat
amateurish craft when Dickens wrote —
has now become a systematic, even in-
dustrial, process.

Let me walk you through a case in
point, one that I’ve been following lately.

If you listen to the recent speeches of
Republican presidential hopefuls, you’ll
find several of them talking at length
about the harm done by unionized gov-

ernment workers, who have, they say,
multiplied under the Obama administra-
tion. A recent example was an op-ed arti-
cle by the outgoing Minnesota governor
Tim Pawlenty, who declared that “thanks
to President Obama,” government is the
only booming sector in our economy:
“Since January 2008” — silly me, I
thought Mr. Obama wasn’t inaugurated
until 2009 — “the private sector has lost
nearly eight million jobs, while local,
state and federal governments added
590,000.”

Horrors! Except that according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, government
employment has fallen, not risen, since
January 2008. And since January 2009,
when Mr. Obama actually did take office,
government employment has fallen by
more than 300,000 as hard-pressed state
and local governments have been forced
to lay off teachers, police officers, fire-
fighters and other workers.

So how did the notion of a surge in gov-
ernment payrolls under Mr. Obama take
hold?

It turns out that last spring there was,
in fact, a bulge in government employ-
ment. And both politicians and research-
ers at humbug factories — I mean, con-
servative think tanks — quickly seized on
this bulge as evidence of an exploding
public sector. Over the summer, articles
and speeches began to appear highlight-
ing the rise in government employment
and issuing dire warnings about what it
portended for America’s future.

But anyone paying attention knew why
public employment had risen — and it
had nothing to do with Big Government.
It was, instead, the fact that the federal
government had to hire a lot of tempo-
rary workers to carry out the 2010 Census
— workers who have almost all left the
payroll now that the Census is done.

Is it really possible that the authors of
those articles and speeches about soar-
ing public employment didn’t know what
was going on? Well, I guess we should
never assume malice when ignorance re-
mains a possibility. 

There has not, however, been any visi-
ble effort to retract those erroneous
claims. And this isn’t the only case of a
claimed huge expansion in government
that turns out to be nothing of the kind.
Have you heard the one about how
there’s been an explosion in the number
of federal regulators? Mike Konczal of
the Roosevelt Institute looked into the
numbers behind that claim, and it turns
out that almost all of those additional
“regulators” work for the Department of
Homeland Security, protecting us against
terrorists. 

Still, why does it matter what some
politicians and think tanks say? The an-
swer is that there’s a well-developed
right-wing media infrastructure in place
to catapult the propaganda, as former
President George W. Bush put it, to rap-
idly disseminate bogus analysis to a wide
audience where it becomes part of what
“everyone knows.” (There’s nothing
comparable on the left, which has fallen
far behind in the humbug race.)

And it’s a very effective process. When
discussing the alleged huge expansion of
government under Mr. Obama, I’ve re-
peatedly found that people just won’t be-
lieve me when I try to point out that it
never happened. They assume that I’m
lying, or somehow cherry-picking the
data. After all, they’ve heard over and
over again about that surge in govern-
ment spending and employment, and
they don’t realize that everything
they’ve heard was a special delivery
from the Humbug Express.

So in this holiday season, let’s remem-
ber the wisdom of Ebenezer Scrooge. Not
the bit about denying food and medical
care to those who need them: America’s
failure to take care of its own less-fortu-
nate citizens is a national disgrace. But
Scrooge was right about the prevalence
of humbug. And we’d be much better off
as a nation if more people had the cour-
age to say “Bah!” Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

The 
Humbug 
Express

America’s 
nonsense industry 

at work.

I try not to fall into a rut, but every
December I give out Sidney Awards for
the best magazine essays of the year,
and every year it seems I give one to
Michael Lewis. It would be more im-
pressive if I was discovering obscure
geniuses, but Lewis keeps churning out
the masterpieces.

This year it was a Vanity Fair piece
called “Beware of Greeks Bearing
Bonds.” (The online version of this col-
umn has links to the essays.) His large
subject is the tsunami of cheap credit
that swept over the world and “offered
entire societies the chance to reveal as-
pects of their characters they could not
normally afford to indulge.”

His specific subject is Greece, a coun-
try that plundered its public institutions
while spoiling and atomizing itself. The
Greek national railroad earned 100 mil-
lion euros (about $131.4 million) in reve-
nues each year, but had a wage bill of
400 million euros plus 300 million euros
in other expenses. The country reported
a budget deficit of 3.7 percent a year, but
that was inaccurate. It was really about
14 percent of G.D.P.

Lewis’s genius was to show how the
moral breakdown spread into one of the
most remote institutions on earth, a
1,000-year-old monastery cut off by wa-
ter, culture and theology that, nonethe-
less, managed to put itself at the center
of the great plundering. 

If you go to a college classroom you’ll

likely notice that the women tend to
dominate the conversation. In an essay
called “The End of Men” in The Atlan-
tic, Hanna Rosin gathers the evidence,
showing how women are beginning to
dominate the information age.

At one clinic where parents are able
to choose the sex of their babies, 75 per-
cent choose girls. Three women earn

college degrees for every two earned by
men. Of the 15 job categories projected
to grow the most in the next decade in
the U.S., all but two are predominantly
filled by women.

Rosin describes studies showing that
corporations that have women in senior
management perform better than male-
dominated competitors. She visits ad-
missions officers who are hunting for
qualified boys. At a support group for
men behind on their child support, the
leader writes “$85,000” on the board.
“That’s her salary,” he barks. Then he
writes “$12,000” and shouts: “This is
your salary. Who’s the damn man?

Who’s the man now?” 
In Fortune, Beth Kowitt had an eye-

popping piece called “Inside the Secret
World of Trader Joe’s.” The funky, gour-
met grocery chain is actually owned by
the secretive Albrecht family from Ger-
many. Many of the products are made
by large corporations — the pita chips
are made by a division of PepsiCo and
the yogurt is actually made by Danone
Stonyfield Farm.

The company has brilliantly seized on
the growing sophistication of American
food tastes. It offers a much more lim-
ited selection than its rivals, thus reduc-
ing the anxiety of choice. It has an effi-
cient supply chain (the Tasty Bite Pun-
jab Eggplant that sold for $3.39 at Whole
Foods in Manhattan sold for more than
a dollar less at the Trader Joe’s in Stam-
ford, Conn.). It fosters community and
makes shopping a form of belonging.

You may know James Franco as the
actor who played Peter Parker’s best
friend in the Spider-Man movies, or the
lead character in the mountain-climbing
movie, “127 Hours.” While pursuing a
full-time acting career, he earned a
bachelor’s degree at U.C.L.A. and then
enrolled simultaneously in four gradu-
ate programs — New York University
for film, Columbia for writing, Brooklyn
College for writing and Warren Wilson
College for poetry. He’s also pursuing a
Ph.D. in English at Yale and taking
classes at the Rhode Island School of

Design. His fiction has been published
in Esquire (his first book-length col-
lection was published by Scribner). His
first solo art show was at the Clock-
tower Gallery in New York City.

Sam Anderson superbly captures the
everythingness of Franco’s life in a New
York Magazine piece called “The James
Franco Project.” It is a story of manic la-
bor masking the man’s enigmatic core.

Last year, William Deresiewicz deliv-
ered a countercultural lecture at West
Point. He told the cadets how to combat
the frenetic, achievement-obsessed sys-
tem in which they were raised. That
speech was subsequently published in
The American Scholar as “Solitude and
Leadership.” It’s about how to be a lead-
er, not an organization man. 

Darin Wolfe wrote a piece in Ameri-
can Scientist, called “To See for One’s
Self,” about the decline of the autopsy.
Autopsies frequently reveal major diag-
nostic errors and undiscovered illness-
es, yet the number of autopsies per-
formed each year is plummeting. Med-
ical training no longer relies on this
hands-on exercise. Doctors are afraid of
information that might lead to malprac-
tice suits. Medicare won’t pay for them.
A form of practical inquiry is being lost.

Everybody’s worried about the future
of print journalism, but this has been an
outstanding year for magazines. On
Tuesday, I’ll offer more suggestions for
holiday reading. Ø

DAVID BROOKS 

The Sidney Awards

The best magazine 
essays of 2010, 

Part I.

T
HE other car is already there when Jana pulls into the driveway.
At first, she thinks it is her father’s car, thinks maybe he’s late
leaving for the factory, and she wonders where she can stash the
cake — the overpriced, holly-sprigged log she finally brought
home to surprise her grandmother — before he finds it. But then

she sees the woman on the porch. The woman is wearing a red coat, hat
pulled down over her ears. Jana does not recognize her. 

Snow has been falling for days, swelling in mud-tinged banks between
the driveways. Jana watches the woman on the porch through the warm fog
of her own breath. The woman hasn’t noticed Jana’s car. She rings the door-
bell, then tries the handle. She puts her hands on her hips. With the wom-
an’s red coat at the top of the stairs, the bright line of wreaths and garlands
along the block is unbroken. She walks to the end of the porch and looks
around the corner of the house, leaning into the tight, snow-laden alley.
Jana thinks of what the woman will see back there: the laundry line; her
grandmother’s broken wheelchair, sold to them by the previous tenant;
empty boxes left over from
their recent move in; and,
somewhere among them, rolls
of wrapping paper Jana has
been letting the upstairs neigh-
bor hide from his children. 

The woman tries the door-
bell one more time. Jana can’t
decide if the woman is a hospi-
tal bill collector, if that’s how
it’s done here in America, if
they’ve finally progressed from
phone calls to home visits. She
wonders if she could have pre-
vented this by telling her father
about the grandmother’s pneu-
monia and their trip to the
emergency room six months
ago. The woman opens the
screen door and knocks, and
then lets it snap shut. Then she
turns around and sees Jana in
the car, and breaks into a smile.
For the first time, Jana notices
the basket in the crook of her
arm. 

Jana kills the engine and
gets out as the woman comes
down the steps, still smiling.
She almost forgets the cake box
on the seat, and by the time she
has reached in to get it, the
woman is close, hovering with
the basket. 

The woman smiles in
greeting. Her lipstick is caked
with the cold. “Do you live
here?” she says. 

Jana shuts the door, miss-
ing the insulating hum of the
engine, and says nothing. The woman’s basket is enormous, its contents
crammed tight, wrapped in cellophane and tied off with a red bow. Inside,
Jana sees cans of soup, tins of cocoa, a sticky bread loaf of some kind. 

“Do you live here?” the woman repeats. 
Eight months in America, and Jana’s accent is as heavy as it was back

home. She doesn’t want this woman to hear it. 
The woman continues smiling. “I’m from Holiday Helpers, here to de-

liver an order for this house?” She phrases it as a question. “There’s a
card,” the woman says.

The card is a folded square suspended from the bow. To open it, Jana
would have to say she lives here. But she doesn’t want to, doesn’t trust the
woman or her endless smile. 

Then the woman is flipping the card open with her fingertips. “Are you
Jana Andrick?” she wants to know. Andrich. 

Then Jana remembers the television ad. She remembers seeing it on
the tiny screen of the department store stockroom television, most late
nights since October. The Holiday Helpers ad featured a montage of smiling
people handing baskets just like this one across porches to other smiling
people. There was a number on the screen in big yellow letters, and the an-
nouncer said, “This holiday season, give to someone in need.”

The edges of the woman’s mouth are beginning to turn blue. She press-
es the basket to her side, and through the cellophane Jana sees a packet of
muffin mix and some scattered caramels. The woman is still looking at the
card, waiting for Jana to admit she lives here. “Doesn’t say who it’s from.” 

She holds the basket out to Jana, but Jana steps back. She holds up the
cake box. “Delivery,” she says, to buy time. The woman’s face changes as if
she understands, as if suddenly they are on the same side of something.

“What service?” the woman wants to know. “What company?” She
says it loudly — she’s caught Jana’s accent. Jana makes up a company
name. The woman has never heard of it, of course, but she and Jana walk
up the steps to the porch and look through the window. 

Ice has filmed over the dirt in the corners of the windowpanes. With
her hand across her forehead, Jana can see into the darkened living room.
She has never seen it this way — the still-packed boxes lined up against the
rear wall, her father’s empty armchair with his breakfast plate on the seat,
the stuffing coming out of the sofa, which is tilted over its broken leg — and
she wants to excuse it. But the woman could still be a collector, so Jana says
nothing. 

The bedroom door opens and Jana’s grandmother comes out, hair nap-
tufted. If she looks up, she’ll see them and come to the door, and Jana will
have to explain. But without her hearing aid, Jana’s grandmother is almost
deaf, and she goes down the hallway, fastening her robe, while the Holiday
Helper, animated by her appearance, pounds uselessly on the window,

shouting, “Excuse me — Merry Christmas!” 
The grandmother goes into the bathroom. Jana’s breath smears the

glass again. 
“Bad hearing,” Jana says, straightening. The woman looks disap-

pointed. 
Jana looks across the street to where a light-wired Santa and reindeer

are all grinning maniacally on the Grishams’ roof. She wonders if the bas-
ket is from them. Last week, after her grandmother got excited watching
the Grishams’ display go up, Jana stopped by the craft store and stood
among the rows of glitter-dusted ornaments and holly garlands, and tried
to pick out a bow for their door. She felt defeated just standing there, felt
that all the choices were there to trick her into making some terrible mis-
take. And then there was her father, reminding her they have no money,
nothing to celebrate. When a bored young woman in a blue apron came up
to help her, Jana turned and left. She had opted for the cake instead. A cake

you could eat. Once eaten, there wouldn’t be any evidence of frivolity hang-
ing around the house.

The woman has decided to leave her basket on the porch. “She’ll find it
when she comes out,” she says of Jana’s grandmother, and props the screen
door with the basket. Then she holds her hands out for the cake box, and
Jana has no choice but to give it to her. 

The woman looks it over. “No card?” she says, smiling. 
Jana shrugs and tries a smile. The woman probably knows she’s been

lying. 
“I wonder who sent all these things,” the woman says, putting the box

down behind the basket. “Good neighbors, probably,” the woman says. Her
teeth are perfectly white. She could still be a bill collector. But she turns the
basket around so that the big red bow is facing the door, so that it will be the
first thing Jana’s grandmother sees when she comes out. While she signs
the delivery timecard, it occurs to Jana that she will have to complete the
lie, get into her car and pull away, perhaps drive all the way down to the
bottom of the street and out of the neighborhood.

The woman goes down the porch steps. Jana follows her. Crossing the
drive, Jana looks into the woman’s car and sees Holiday Helpers baskets
crowding the back seat. The woman opens the car door and turns to her,
smiles. “Well, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” says Jana. She has no choice but to get back in the
car and pull out of the driveway. The woman’s engine sputters to life. Jana
sits still and watches her back up onto the road. When the woman pulls up
alongside, Jana puts the car in park and takes a notepad out of her glove
compartment. She sits with the engine running and pretends to write some-
thing. The woman’s car moves forward. 

At the stop sign, the woman turns in her seat and waves. Jana waves
back with her notepad. Then the woman’s car swings onto the road and she
is gone. 

Jana watches the road for a long time. A minivan with a tree strapped
to the roof goes by, and then Mrs. Grisham’s gray car comes up the slope
and pulls into her garage. But the woman in the red coat does not come
back. 

When Jana does get out of the car, the basket will still be there. It will
have to be accepted, taken inside. It will have to be explained to her father,
who will not want it, will not want its charity, unless she unpacks it right
away, hides the tins and packages around the kitchen so he will not find
them, or not know what they are if he does. 

And the bow. The bow will have to go in the trash. Or she will put it up,
put it up on the door for just a little while, take it down before he gets home.
Or maybe, with all the other wreathed doors, he won’t notice it, won’t ask
where it came from, won’t make her refuse kindness. There are, after all,
good neighbors somewhere along the block, waiting for her to carry their
kindness inside. ØTéa Obreht is the author of the forthcoming novel “The Tiger’s Wife.”

JULIANA BEASLEY, COURTESY CONTACT PRESS IMAGES

Good Neighbors

Nxxx,2010-12-24,A,023,Bs-BW,E2

Ø N A23OP-EDTHE NEW YORK TIMES FRIDAY, DECEMBER 24, 2010

Hey, has anyone noticed that “A
Christmas Carol” is a dangerous leftist
tract?

I mean, consider the scene, early in the
book, where Ebenezer Scrooge rightly
refuses to contribute to a poverty relief
fund. “I’m opposed to giving people
money for doing nothing,” he declares.
Oh, wait. That wasn’t Scrooge. That was
Newt Gingrich — last week. What
Scrooge actually says is, “Are there no
prisons?” But it’s pretty much the same
thing.

Anyway, instead of praising Scrooge
for his principled stand against the wel-
fare state, Charles Dickens makes him
out to be some kind of bad guy. How left-
ist is that?

As you can see, the fundamental issues
of public policy haven’t changed since
Victorian times. Still, some things are dif-
ferent. In particular, the production of
humbug — which was still a somewhat
amateurish craft when Dickens wrote —
has now become a systematic, even in-
dustrial, process.

Let me walk you through a case in
point, one that I’ve been following lately.

If you listen to the recent speeches of
Republican presidential hopefuls, you’ll
find several of them talking at length
about the harm done by unionized gov-

ernment workers, who have, they say,
multiplied under the Obama administra-
tion. A recent example was an op-ed arti-
cle by the outgoing Minnesota governor
Tim Pawlenty, who declared that “thanks
to President Obama,” government is the
only booming sector in our economy:
“Since January 2008” — silly me, I
thought Mr. Obama wasn’t inaugurated
until 2009 — “the private sector has lost
nearly eight million jobs, while local,
state and federal governments added
590,000.”

Horrors! Except that according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, government
employment has fallen, not risen, since
January 2008. And since January 2009,
when Mr. Obama actually did take office,
government employment has fallen by
more than 300,000 as hard-pressed state
and local governments have been forced
to lay off teachers, police officers, fire-
fighters and other workers.

So how did the notion of a surge in gov-
ernment payrolls under Mr. Obama take
hold?

It turns out that last spring there was,
in fact, a bulge in government employ-
ment. And both politicians and research-
ers at humbug factories — I mean, con-
servative think tanks — quickly seized on
this bulge as evidence of an exploding
public sector. Over the summer, articles
and speeches began to appear highlight-
ing the rise in government employment
and issuing dire warnings about what it
portended for America’s future.

But anyone paying attention knew why
public employment had risen — and it
had nothing to do with Big Government.
It was, instead, the fact that the federal
government had to hire a lot of tempo-
rary workers to carry out the 2010 Census
— workers who have almost all left the
payroll now that the Census is done.

Is it really possible that the authors of
those articles and speeches about soar-
ing public employment didn’t know what
was going on? Well, I guess we should
never assume malice when ignorance re-
mains a possibility. 

There has not, however, been any visi-
ble effort to retract those erroneous
claims. And this isn’t the only case of a
claimed huge expansion in government
that turns out to be nothing of the kind.
Have you heard the one about how
there’s been an explosion in the number
of federal regulators? Mike Konczal of
the Roosevelt Institute looked into the
numbers behind that claim, and it turns
out that almost all of those additional
“regulators” work for the Department of
Homeland Security, protecting us against
terrorists. 

Still, why does it matter what some
politicians and think tanks say? The an-
swer is that there’s a well-developed
right-wing media infrastructure in place
to catapult the propaganda, as former
President George W. Bush put it, to rap-
idly disseminate bogus analysis to a wide
audience where it becomes part of what
“everyone knows.” (There’s nothing
comparable on the left, which has fallen
far behind in the humbug race.)

And it’s a very effective process. When
discussing the alleged huge expansion of
government under Mr. Obama, I’ve re-
peatedly found that people just won’t be-
lieve me when I try to point out that it
never happened. They assume that I’m
lying, or somehow cherry-picking the
data. After all, they’ve heard over and
over again about that surge in govern-
ment spending and employment, and
they don’t realize that everything
they’ve heard was a special delivery
from the Humbug Express.

So in this holiday season, let’s remem-
ber the wisdom of Ebenezer Scrooge. Not
the bit about denying food and medical
care to those who need them: America’s
failure to take care of its own less-fortu-
nate citizens is a national disgrace. But
Scrooge was right about the prevalence
of humbug. And we’d be much better off
as a nation if more people had the cour-
age to say “Bah!” Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

The 
Humbug 
Express

America’s 
nonsense industry 

at work.

I try not to fall into a rut, but every
December I give out Sidney Awards for
the best magazine essays of the year,
and every year it seems I give one to
Michael Lewis. It would be more im-
pressive if I was discovering obscure
geniuses, but Lewis keeps churning out
the masterpieces.

This year it was a Vanity Fair piece
called “Beware of Greeks Bearing
Bonds.” (The online version of this col-
umn has links to the essays.) His large
subject is the tsunami of cheap credit
that swept over the world and “offered
entire societies the chance to reveal as-
pects of their characters they could not
normally afford to indulge.”

His specific subject is Greece, a coun-
try that plundered its public institutions
while spoiling and atomizing itself. The
Greek national railroad earned 100 mil-
lion euros (about $131.4 million) in reve-
nues each year, but had a wage bill of
400 million euros plus 300 million euros
in other expenses. The country reported
a budget deficit of 3.7 percent a year, but
that was inaccurate. It was really about
14 percent of G.D.P.

Lewis’s genius was to show how the
moral breakdown spread into one of the
most remote institutions on earth, a
1,000-year-old monastery cut off by wa-
ter, culture and theology that, nonethe-
less, managed to put itself at the center
of the great plundering. 

If you go to a college classroom you’ll

likely notice that the women tend to
dominate the conversation. In an essay
called “The End of Men” in The Atlan-
tic, Hanna Rosin gathers the evidence,
showing how women are beginning to
dominate the information age.

At one clinic where parents are able
to choose the sex of their babies, 75 per-
cent choose girls. Three women earn

college degrees for every two earned by
men. Of the 15 job categories projected
to grow the most in the next decade in
the U.S., all but two are predominantly
filled by women.

Rosin describes studies showing that
corporations that have women in senior
management perform better than male-
dominated competitors. She visits ad-
missions officers who are hunting for
qualified boys. At a support group for
men behind on their child support, the
leader writes “$85,000” on the board.
“That’s her salary,” he barks. Then he
writes “$12,000” and shouts: “This is
your salary. Who’s the damn man?

Who’s the man now?” 
In Fortune, Beth Kowitt had an eye-

popping piece called “Inside the Secret
World of Trader Joe’s.” The funky, gour-
met grocery chain is actually owned by
the secretive Albrecht family from Ger-
many. Many of the products are made
by large corporations — the pita chips
are made by a division of PepsiCo and
the yogurt is actually made by Danone
Stonyfield Farm.

The company has brilliantly seized on
the growing sophistication of American
food tastes. It offers a much more lim-
ited selection than its rivals, thus reduc-
ing the anxiety of choice. It has an effi-
cient supply chain (the Tasty Bite Pun-
jab Eggplant that sold for $3.39 at Whole
Foods in Manhattan sold for more than
a dollar less at the Trader Joe’s in Stam-
ford, Conn.). It fosters community and
makes shopping a form of belonging.

You may know James Franco as the
actor who played Peter Parker’s best
friend in the Spider-Man movies, or the
lead character in the mountain-climbing
movie, “127 Hours.” While pursuing a
full-time acting career, he earned a
bachelor’s degree at U.C.L.A. and then
enrolled simultaneously in four gradu-
ate programs — New York University
for film, Columbia for writing, Brooklyn
College for writing and Warren Wilson
College for poetry. He’s also pursuing a
Ph.D. in English at Yale and taking
classes at the Rhode Island School of

Design. His fiction has been published
in Esquire (his first book-length col-
lection was published by Scribner). His
first solo art show was at the Clock-
tower Gallery in New York City.

Sam Anderson superbly captures the
everythingness of Franco’s life in a New
York Magazine piece called “The James
Franco Project.” It is a story of manic la-
bor masking the man’s enigmatic core.

Last year, William Deresiewicz deliv-
ered a countercultural lecture at West
Point. He told the cadets how to combat
the frenetic, achievement-obsessed sys-
tem in which they were raised. That
speech was subsequently published in
The American Scholar as “Solitude and
Leadership.” It’s about how to be a lead-
er, not an organization man. 

Darin Wolfe wrote a piece in Ameri-
can Scientist, called “To See for One’s
Self,” about the decline of the autopsy.
Autopsies frequently reveal major diag-
nostic errors and undiscovered illness-
es, yet the number of autopsies per-
formed each year is plummeting. Med-
ical training no longer relies on this
hands-on exercise. Doctors are afraid of
information that might lead to malprac-
tice suits. Medicare won’t pay for them.
A form of practical inquiry is being lost.

Everybody’s worried about the future
of print journalism, but this has been an
outstanding year for magazines. On
Tuesday, I’ll offer more suggestions for
holiday reading. Ø

DAVID BROOKS 

The Sidney Awards

The best magazine 
essays of 2010, 

Part I.

T
HE other car is already there when Jana pulls into the driveway.
At first, she thinks it is her father’s car, thinks maybe he’s late
leaving for the factory, and she wonders where she can stash the
cake — the overpriced, holly-sprigged log she finally brought
home to surprise her grandmother — before he finds it. But then

she sees the woman on the porch. The woman is wearing a red coat, hat
pulled down over her ears. Jana does not recognize her. 

Snow has been falling for days, swelling in mud-tinged banks between
the driveways. Jana watches the woman on the porch through the warm fog
of her own breath. The woman hasn’t noticed Jana’s car. She rings the door-
bell, then tries the handle. She puts her hands on her hips. With the wom-
an’s red coat at the top of the stairs, the bright line of wreaths and garlands
along the block is unbroken. She walks to the end of the porch and looks
around the corner of the house, leaning into the tight, snow-laden alley.
Jana thinks of what the woman will see back there: the laundry line; her
grandmother’s broken wheelchair, sold to them by the previous tenant;
empty boxes left over from
their recent move in; and,
somewhere among them, rolls
of wrapping paper Jana has
been letting the upstairs neigh-
bor hide from his children. 

The woman tries the door-
bell one more time. Jana can’t
decide if the woman is a hospi-
tal bill collector, if that’s how
it’s done here in America, if
they’ve finally progressed from
phone calls to home visits. She
wonders if she could have pre-
vented this by telling her father
about the grandmother’s pneu-
monia and their trip to the
emergency room six months
ago. The woman opens the
screen door and knocks, and
then lets it snap shut. Then she
turns around and sees Jana in
the car, and breaks into a smile.
For the first time, Jana notices
the basket in the crook of her
arm. 

Jana kills the engine and
gets out as the woman comes
down the steps, still smiling.
She almost forgets the cake box
on the seat, and by the time she
has reached in to get it, the
woman is close, hovering with
the basket. 

The woman smiles in
greeting. Her lipstick is caked
with the cold. “Do you live
here?” she says. 

Jana shuts the door, miss-
ing the insulating hum of the
engine, and says nothing. The woman’s basket is enormous, its contents
crammed tight, wrapped in cellophane and tied off with a red bow. Inside,
Jana sees cans of soup, tins of cocoa, a sticky bread loaf of some kind. 

“Do you live here?” the woman repeats. 
Eight months in America, and Jana’s accent is as heavy as it was back

home. She doesn’t want this woman to hear it. 
The woman continues smiling. “I’m from Holiday Helpers, here to de-

liver an order for this house?” She phrases it as a question. “There’s a
card,” the woman says.

The card is a folded square suspended from the bow. To open it, Jana
would have to say she lives here. But she doesn’t want to, doesn’t trust the
woman or her endless smile. 

Then the woman is flipping the card open with her fingertips. “Are you
Jana Andrick?” she wants to know. Andrich. 

Then Jana remembers the television ad. She remembers seeing it on
the tiny screen of the department store stockroom television, most late
nights since October. The Holiday Helpers ad featured a montage of smiling
people handing baskets just like this one across porches to other smiling
people. There was a number on the screen in big yellow letters, and the an-
nouncer said, “This holiday season, give to someone in need.”

The edges of the woman’s mouth are beginning to turn blue. She press-
es the basket to her side, and through the cellophane Jana sees a packet of
muffin mix and some scattered caramels. The woman is still looking at the
card, waiting for Jana to admit she lives here. “Doesn’t say who it’s from.” 

She holds the basket out to Jana, but Jana steps back. She holds up the
cake box. “Delivery,” she says, to buy time. The woman’s face changes as if
she understands, as if suddenly they are on the same side of something.

“What service?” the woman wants to know. “What company?” She
says it loudly — she’s caught Jana’s accent. Jana makes up a company
name. The woman has never heard of it, of course, but she and Jana walk
up the steps to the porch and look through the window. 

Ice has filmed over the dirt in the corners of the windowpanes. With
her hand across her forehead, Jana can see into the darkened living room.
She has never seen it this way — the still-packed boxes lined up against the
rear wall, her father’s empty armchair with his breakfast plate on the seat,
the stuffing coming out of the sofa, which is tilted over its broken leg — and
she wants to excuse it. But the woman could still be a collector, so Jana says
nothing. 

The bedroom door opens and Jana’s grandmother comes out, hair nap-
tufted. If she looks up, she’ll see them and come to the door, and Jana will
have to explain. But without her hearing aid, Jana’s grandmother is almost
deaf, and she goes down the hallway, fastening her robe, while the Holiday
Helper, animated by her appearance, pounds uselessly on the window,

shouting, “Excuse me — Merry Christmas!” 
The grandmother goes into the bathroom. Jana’s breath smears the

glass again. 
“Bad hearing,” Jana says, straightening. The woman looks disap-

pointed. 
Jana looks across the street to where a light-wired Santa and reindeer

are all grinning maniacally on the Grishams’ roof. She wonders if the bas-
ket is from them. Last week, after her grandmother got excited watching
the Grishams’ display go up, Jana stopped by the craft store and stood
among the rows of glitter-dusted ornaments and holly garlands, and tried
to pick out a bow for their door. She felt defeated just standing there, felt
that all the choices were there to trick her into making some terrible mis-
take. And then there was her father, reminding her they have no money,
nothing to celebrate. When a bored young woman in a blue apron came up
to help her, Jana turned and left. She had opted for the cake instead. A cake

you could eat. Once eaten, there wouldn’t be any evidence of frivolity hang-
ing around the house.

The woman has decided to leave her basket on the porch. “She’ll find it
when she comes out,” she says of Jana’s grandmother, and props the screen
door with the basket. Then she holds her hands out for the cake box, and
Jana has no choice but to give it to her. 

The woman looks it over. “No card?” she says, smiling. 
Jana shrugs and tries a smile. The woman probably knows she’s been

lying. 
“I wonder who sent all these things,” the woman says, putting the box

down behind the basket. “Good neighbors, probably,” the woman says. Her
teeth are perfectly white. She could still be a bill collector. But she turns the
basket around so that the big red bow is facing the door, so that it will be the
first thing Jana’s grandmother sees when she comes out. While she signs
the delivery timecard, it occurs to Jana that she will have to complete the
lie, get into her car and pull away, perhaps drive all the way down to the
bottom of the street and out of the neighborhood.

The woman goes down the porch steps. Jana follows her. Crossing the
drive, Jana looks into the woman’s car and sees Holiday Helpers baskets
crowding the back seat. The woman opens the car door and turns to her,
smiles. “Well, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” says Jana. She has no choice but to get back in the
car and pull out of the driveway. The woman’s engine sputters to life. Jana
sits still and watches her back up onto the road. When the woman pulls up
alongside, Jana puts the car in park and takes a notepad out of her glove
compartment. She sits with the engine running and pretends to write some-
thing. The woman’s car moves forward. 

At the stop sign, the woman turns in her seat and waves. Jana waves
back with her notepad. Then the woman’s car swings onto the road and she
is gone. 

Jana watches the road for a long time. A minivan with a tree strapped
to the roof goes by, and then Mrs. Grisham’s gray car comes up the slope
and pulls into her garage. But the woman in the red coat does not come
back. 

When Jana does get out of the car, the basket will still be there. It will
have to be accepted, taken inside. It will have to be explained to her father,
who will not want it, will not want its charity, unless she unpacks it right
away, hides the tins and packages around the kitchen so he will not find
them, or not know what they are if he does. 

And the bow. The bow will have to go in the trash. Or she will put it up,
put it up on the door for just a little while, take it down before he gets home.
Or maybe, with all the other wreathed doors, he won’t notice it, won’t ask
where it came from, won’t make her refuse kindness. There are, after all,
good neighbors somewhere along the block, waiting for her to carry their
kindness inside. ØTéa Obreht is the author of the forthcoming novel “The Tiger’s Wife.”

JULIANA BEASLEY, COURTESY CONTACT PRESS IMAGES

Good Neighbors
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Hey, has anyone noticed that “A
Christmas Carol” is a dangerous leftist
tract?

I mean, consider the scene, early in the
book, where Ebenezer Scrooge rightly
refuses to contribute to a poverty relief
fund. “I’m opposed to giving people
money for doing nothing,” he declares.
Oh, wait. That wasn’t Scrooge. That was
Newt Gingrich — last week. What
Scrooge actually says is, “Are there no
prisons?” But it’s pretty much the same
thing.

Anyway, instead of praising Scrooge
for his principled stand against the wel-
fare state, Charles Dickens makes him
out to be some kind of bad guy. How left-
ist is that?

As you can see, the fundamental issues
of public policy haven’t changed since
Victorian times. Still, some things are dif-
ferent. In particular, the production of
humbug — which was still a somewhat
amateurish craft when Dickens wrote —
has now become a systematic, even in-
dustrial, process.

Let me walk you through a case in
point, one that I’ve been following lately.

If you listen to the recent speeches of
Republican presidential hopefuls, you’ll
find several of them talking at length
about the harm done by unionized gov-

ernment workers, who have, they say,
multiplied under the Obama administra-
tion. A recent example was an op-ed arti-
cle by the outgoing Minnesota governor
Tim Pawlenty, who declared that “thanks
to President Obama,” government is the
only booming sector in our economy:
“Since January 2008” — silly me, I
thought Mr. Obama wasn’t inaugurated
until 2009 — “the private sector has lost
nearly eight million jobs, while local,
state and federal governments added
590,000.”

Horrors! Except that according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, government
employment has fallen, not risen, since
January 2008. And since January 2009,
when Mr. Obama actually did take office,
government employment has fallen by
more than 300,000 as hard-pressed state
and local governments have been forced
to lay off teachers, police officers, fire-
fighters and other workers.

So how did the notion of a surge in gov-
ernment payrolls under Mr. Obama take
hold?

It turns out that last spring there was,
in fact, a bulge in government employ-
ment. And both politicians and research-
ers at humbug factories — I mean, con-
servative think tanks — quickly seized on
this bulge as evidence of an exploding
public sector. Over the summer, articles
and speeches began to appear highlight-
ing the rise in government employment
and issuing dire warnings about what it
portended for America’s future.

But anyone paying attention knew why
public employment had risen — and it
had nothing to do with Big Government.
It was, instead, the fact that the federal
government had to hire a lot of tempo-
rary workers to carry out the 2010 Census
— workers who have almost all left the
payroll now that the Census is done.

Is it really possible that the authors of
those articles and speeches about soar-
ing public employment didn’t know what
was going on? Well, I guess we should
never assume malice when ignorance re-
mains a possibility. 

There has not, however, been any visi-
ble effort to retract those erroneous
claims. And this isn’t the only case of a
claimed huge expansion in government
that turns out to be nothing of the kind.
Have you heard the one about how
there’s been an explosion in the number
of federal regulators? Mike Konczal of
the Roosevelt Institute looked into the
numbers behind that claim, and it turns
out that almost all of those additional
“regulators” work for the Department of
Homeland Security, protecting us against
terrorists. 

Still, why does it matter what some
politicians and think tanks say? The an-
swer is that there’s a well-developed
right-wing media infrastructure in place
to catapult the propaganda, as former
President George W. Bush put it, to rap-
idly disseminate bogus analysis to a wide
audience where it becomes part of what
“everyone knows.” (There’s nothing
comparable on the left, which has fallen
far behind in the humbug race.)

And it’s a very effective process. When
discussing the alleged huge expansion of
government under Mr. Obama, I’ve re-
peatedly found that people just won’t be-
lieve me when I try to point out that it
never happened. They assume that I’m
lying, or somehow cherry-picking the
data. After all, they’ve heard over and
over again about that surge in govern-
ment spending and employment, and
they don’t realize that everything
they’ve heard was a special delivery
from the Humbug Express.

So in this holiday season, let’s remem-
ber the wisdom of Ebenezer Scrooge. Not
the bit about denying food and medical
care to those who need them: America’s
failure to take care of its own less-fortu-
nate citizens is a national disgrace. But
Scrooge was right about the prevalence
of humbug. And we’d be much better off
as a nation if more people had the cour-
age to say “Bah!” Ø

PAUL KRUGMAN

The 
Humbug 
Express

America’s 
nonsense industry 

at work.

I try not to fall into a rut, but every
December I give out Sidney Awards for
the best magazine essays of the year,
and every year it seems I give one to
Michael Lewis. It would be more im-
pressive if I was discovering obscure
geniuses, but Lewis keeps churning out
the masterpieces.

This year it was a Vanity Fair piece
called “Beware of Greeks Bearing
Bonds.” (The online version of this col-
umn has links to the essays.) His large
subject is the tsunami of cheap credit
that swept over the world and “offered
entire societies the chance to reveal as-
pects of their characters they could not
normally afford to indulge.”

His specific subject is Greece, a coun-
try that plundered its public institutions
while spoiling and atomizing itself. The
Greek national railroad earned 100 mil-
lion euros (about $131.4 million) in reve-
nues each year, but had a wage bill of
400 million euros plus 300 million euros
in other expenses. The country reported
a budget deficit of 3.7 percent a year, but
that was inaccurate. It was really about
14 percent of G.D.P.

Lewis’s genius was to show how the
moral breakdown spread into one of the
most remote institutions on earth, a
1,000-year-old monastery cut off by wa-
ter, culture and theology that, nonethe-
less, managed to put itself at the center
of the great plundering. 

If you go to a college classroom you’ll

likely notice that the women tend to
dominate the conversation. In an essay
called “The End of Men” in The Atlan-
tic, Hanna Rosin gathers the evidence,
showing how women are beginning to
dominate the information age.

At one clinic where parents are able
to choose the sex of their babies, 75 per-
cent choose girls. Three women earn

college degrees for every two earned by
men. Of the 15 job categories projected
to grow the most in the next decade in
the U.S., all but two are predominantly
filled by women.

Rosin describes studies showing that
corporations that have women in senior
management perform better than male-
dominated competitors. She visits ad-
missions officers who are hunting for
qualified boys. At a support group for
men behind on their child support, the
leader writes “$85,000” on the board.
“That’s her salary,” he barks. Then he
writes “$12,000” and shouts: “This is
your salary. Who’s the damn man?

Who’s the man now?” 
In Fortune, Beth Kowitt had an eye-

popping piece called “Inside the Secret
World of Trader Joe’s.” The funky, gour-
met grocery chain is actually owned by
the secretive Albrecht family from Ger-
many. Many of the products are made
by large corporations — the pita chips
are made by a division of PepsiCo and
the yogurt is actually made by Danone
Stonyfield Farm.

The company has brilliantly seized on
the growing sophistication of American
food tastes. It offers a much more lim-
ited selection than its rivals, thus reduc-
ing the anxiety of choice. It has an effi-
cient supply chain (the Tasty Bite Pun-
jab Eggplant that sold for $3.39 at Whole
Foods in Manhattan sold for more than
a dollar less at the Trader Joe’s in Stam-
ford, Conn.). It fosters community and
makes shopping a form of belonging.

You may know James Franco as the
actor who played Peter Parker’s best
friend in the Spider-Man movies, or the
lead character in the mountain-climbing
movie, “127 Hours.” While pursuing a
full-time acting career, he earned a
bachelor’s degree at U.C.L.A. and then
enrolled simultaneously in four gradu-
ate programs — New York University
for film, Columbia for writing, Brooklyn
College for writing and Warren Wilson
College for poetry. He’s also pursuing a
Ph.D. in English at Yale and taking
classes at the Rhode Island School of

Design. His fiction has been published
in Esquire (his first book-length col-
lection was published by Scribner). His
first solo art show was at the Clock-
tower Gallery in New York City.

Sam Anderson superbly captures the
everythingness of Franco’s life in a New
York Magazine piece called “The James
Franco Project.” It is a story of manic la-
bor masking the man’s enigmatic core.

Last year, William Deresiewicz deliv-
ered a countercultural lecture at West
Point. He told the cadets how to combat
the frenetic, achievement-obsessed sys-
tem in which they were raised. That
speech was subsequently published in
The American Scholar as “Solitude and
Leadership.” It’s about how to be a lead-
er, not an organization man. 

Darin Wolfe wrote a piece in Ameri-
can Scientist, called “To See for One’s
Self,” about the decline of the autopsy.
Autopsies frequently reveal major diag-
nostic errors and undiscovered illness-
es, yet the number of autopsies per-
formed each year is plummeting. Med-
ical training no longer relies on this
hands-on exercise. Doctors are afraid of
information that might lead to malprac-
tice suits. Medicare won’t pay for them.
A form of practical inquiry is being lost.

Everybody’s worried about the future
of print journalism, but this has been an
outstanding year for magazines. On
Tuesday, I’ll offer more suggestions for
holiday reading. Ø

DAVID BROOKS 

The Sidney Awards

The best magazine 
essays of 2010, 

Part I.

T
HE other car is already there when Jana pulls into the driveway.
At first, she thinks it is her father’s car, thinks maybe he’s late
leaving for the factory, and she wonders where she can stash the
cake — the overpriced, holly-sprigged log she finally brought
home to surprise her grandmother — before he finds it. But then

she sees the woman on the porch. The woman is wearing a red coat, hat
pulled down over her ears. Jana does not recognize her. 

Snow has been falling for days, swelling in mud-tinged banks between
the driveways. Jana watches the woman on the porch through the warm fog
of her own breath. The woman hasn’t noticed Jana’s car. She rings the door-
bell, then tries the handle. She puts her hands on her hips. With the wom-
an’s red coat at the top of the stairs, the bright line of wreaths and garlands
along the block is unbroken. She walks to the end of the porch and looks
around the corner of the house, leaning into the tight, snow-laden alley.
Jana thinks of what the woman will see back there: the laundry line; her
grandmother’s broken wheelchair, sold to them by the previous tenant;
empty boxes left over from
their recent move in; and,
somewhere among them, rolls
of wrapping paper Jana has
been letting the upstairs neigh-
bor hide from his children. 

The woman tries the door-
bell one more time. Jana can’t
decide if the woman is a hospi-
tal bill collector, if that’s how
it’s done here in America, if
they’ve finally progressed from
phone calls to home visits. She
wonders if she could have pre-
vented this by telling her father
about the grandmother’s pneu-
monia and their trip to the
emergency room six months
ago. The woman opens the
screen door and knocks, and
then lets it snap shut. Then she
turns around and sees Jana in
the car, and breaks into a smile.
For the first time, Jana notices
the basket in the crook of her
arm. 

Jana kills the engine and
gets out as the woman comes
down the steps, still smiling.
She almost forgets the cake box
on the seat, and by the time she
has reached in to get it, the
woman is close, hovering with
the basket. 

The woman smiles in
greeting. Her lipstick is caked
with the cold. “Do you live
here?” she says. 

Jana shuts the door, miss-
ing the insulating hum of the
engine, and says nothing. The woman’s basket is enormous, its contents
crammed tight, wrapped in cellophane and tied off with a red bow. Inside,
Jana sees cans of soup, tins of cocoa, a sticky bread loaf of some kind. 

“Do you live here?” the woman repeats. 
Eight months in America, and Jana’s accent is as heavy as it was back

home. She doesn’t want this woman to hear it. 
The woman continues smiling. “I’m from Holiday Helpers, here to de-

liver an order for this house?” She phrases it as a question. “There’s a
card,” the woman says.

The card is a folded square suspended from the bow. To open it, Jana
would have to say she lives here. But she doesn’t want to, doesn’t trust the
woman or her endless smile. 

Then the woman is flipping the card open with her fingertips. “Are you
Jana Andrick?” she wants to know. Andrich. 

Then Jana remembers the television ad. She remembers seeing it on
the tiny screen of the department store stockroom television, most late
nights since October. The Holiday Helpers ad featured a montage of smiling
people handing baskets just like this one across porches to other smiling
people. There was a number on the screen in big yellow letters, and the an-
nouncer said, “This holiday season, give to someone in need.”

The edges of the woman’s mouth are beginning to turn blue. She press-
es the basket to her side, and through the cellophane Jana sees a packet of
muffin mix and some scattered caramels. The woman is still looking at the
card, waiting for Jana to admit she lives here. “Doesn’t say who it’s from.” 

She holds the basket out to Jana, but Jana steps back. She holds up the
cake box. “Delivery,” she says, to buy time. The woman’s face changes as if
she understands, as if suddenly they are on the same side of something.

“What service?” the woman wants to know. “What company?” She
says it loudly — she’s caught Jana’s accent. Jana makes up a company
name. The woman has never heard of it, of course, but she and Jana walk
up the steps to the porch and look through the window. 

Ice has filmed over the dirt in the corners of the windowpanes. With
her hand across her forehead, Jana can see into the darkened living room.
She has never seen it this way — the still-packed boxes lined up against the
rear wall, her father’s empty armchair with his breakfast plate on the seat,
the stuffing coming out of the sofa, which is tilted over its broken leg — and
she wants to excuse it. But the woman could still be a collector, so Jana says
nothing. 

The bedroom door opens and Jana’s grandmother comes out, hair nap-
tufted. If she looks up, she’ll see them and come to the door, and Jana will
have to explain. But without her hearing aid, Jana’s grandmother is almost
deaf, and she goes down the hallway, fastening her robe, while the Holiday
Helper, animated by her appearance, pounds uselessly on the window,

shouting, “Excuse me — Merry Christmas!” 
The grandmother goes into the bathroom. Jana’s breath smears the

glass again. 
“Bad hearing,” Jana says, straightening. The woman looks disap-

pointed. 
Jana looks across the street to where a light-wired Santa and reindeer

are all grinning maniacally on the Grishams’ roof. She wonders if the bas-
ket is from them. Last week, after her grandmother got excited watching
the Grishams’ display go up, Jana stopped by the craft store and stood
among the rows of glitter-dusted ornaments and holly garlands, and tried
to pick out a bow for their door. She felt defeated just standing there, felt
that all the choices were there to trick her into making some terrible mis-
take. And then there was her father, reminding her they have no money,
nothing to celebrate. When a bored young woman in a blue apron came up
to help her, Jana turned and left. She had opted for the cake instead. A cake

you could eat. Once eaten, there wouldn’t be any evidence of frivolity hang-
ing around the house.

The woman has decided to leave her basket on the porch. “She’ll find it
when she comes out,” she says of Jana’s grandmother, and props the screen
door with the basket. Then she holds her hands out for the cake box, and
Jana has no choice but to give it to her. 

The woman looks it over. “No card?” she says, smiling. 
Jana shrugs and tries a smile. The woman probably knows she’s been

lying. 
“I wonder who sent all these things,” the woman says, putting the box

down behind the basket. “Good neighbors, probably,” the woman says. Her
teeth are perfectly white. She could still be a bill collector. But she turns the
basket around so that the big red bow is facing the door, so that it will be the
first thing Jana’s grandmother sees when she comes out. While she signs
the delivery timecard, it occurs to Jana that she will have to complete the
lie, get into her car and pull away, perhaps drive all the way down to the
bottom of the street and out of the neighborhood.

The woman goes down the porch steps. Jana follows her. Crossing the
drive, Jana looks into the woman’s car and sees Holiday Helpers baskets
crowding the back seat. The woman opens the car door and turns to her,
smiles. “Well, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” says Jana. She has no choice but to get back in the
car and pull out of the driveway. The woman’s engine sputters to life. Jana
sits still and watches her back up onto the road. When the woman pulls up
alongside, Jana puts the car in park and takes a notepad out of her glove
compartment. She sits with the engine running and pretends to write some-
thing. The woman’s car moves forward. 

At the stop sign, the woman turns in her seat and waves. Jana waves
back with her notepad. Then the woman’s car swings onto the road and she
is gone. 

Jana watches the road for a long time. A minivan with a tree strapped
to the roof goes by, and then Mrs. Grisham’s gray car comes up the slope
and pulls into her garage. But the woman in the red coat does not come
back. 

When Jana does get out of the car, the basket will still be there. It will
have to be accepted, taken inside. It will have to be explained to her father,
who will not want it, will not want its charity, unless she unpacks it right
away, hides the tins and packages around the kitchen so he will not find
them, or not know what they are if he does. 

And the bow. The bow will have to go in the trash. Or she will put it up,
put it up on the door for just a little while, take it down before he gets home.
Or maybe, with all the other wreathed doors, he won’t notice it, won’t ask
where it came from, won’t make her refuse kindness. There are, after all,
good neighbors somewhere along the block, waiting for her to carry their
kindness inside. ØTéa Obreht is the author of the forthcoming novel “The Tiger’s Wife.”
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Hey, has anyone noticed that “A
Christmas Carol” is a dangerous leftist
tract?

I mean, consider the scene, early in the
book, where Ebenezer Scrooge rightly
refuses to contribute to a poverty relief
fund. “I’m opposed to giving people
money for doing nothing,” he declares.
Oh, wait. That wasn’t Scrooge. That was
Newt Gingrich — last week. What
Scrooge actually says is, “Are there no
prisons?” But it’s pretty much the same
thing.

Anyway, instead of praising Scrooge
for his principled stand against the wel-
fare state, Charles Dickens makes him
out to be some kind of bad guy. How left-
ist is that?

As you can see, the fundamental issues
of public policy haven’t changed since
Victorian times. Still, some things are dif-
ferent. In particular, the production of
humbug — which was still a somewhat
amateurish craft when Dickens wrote —
has now become a systematic, even in-
dustrial, process.

Let me walk you through a case in
point, one that I’ve been following lately.

If you listen to the recent speeches of
Republican presidential hopefuls, you’ll
find several of them talking at length
about the harm done by unionized gov-

ernment workers, who have, they say,
multiplied under the Obama administra-
tion. A recent example was an op-ed arti-
cle by the outgoing Minnesota governor
Tim Pawlenty, who declared that “thanks
to President Obama,” government is the
only booming sector in our economy:
“Since January 2008” — silly me, I
thought Mr. Obama wasn’t inaugurated
until 2009 — “the private sector has lost
nearly eight million jobs, while local,
state and federal governments added
590,000.”

Horrors! Except that according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, government
employment has fallen, not risen, since
January 2008. And since January 2009,
when Mr. Obama actually did take office,
government employment has fallen by
more than 300,000 as hard-pressed state
and local governments have been forced
to lay off teachers, police officers, fire-
fighters and other workers.

So how did the notion of a surge in gov-
ernment payrolls under Mr. Obama take
hold?

It turns out that last spring there was,
in fact, a bulge in government employ-
ment. And both politicians and research-
ers at humbug factories — I mean, con-
servative think tanks — quickly seized on
this bulge as evidence of an exploding
public sector. Over the summer, articles
and speeches began to appear highlight-
ing the rise in government employment
and issuing dire warnings about what it
portended for America’s future.

But anyone paying attention knew why
public employment had risen — and it
had nothing to do with Big Government.
It was, instead, the fact that the federal
government had to hire a lot of tempo-
rary workers to carry out the 2010 Census
— workers who have almost all left the
payroll now that the Census is done.

Is it really possible that the authors of
those articles and speeches about soar-
ing public employment didn’t know what
was going on? Well, I guess we should
never assume malice when ignorance re-
mains a possibility. 

There has not, however, been any visi-
ble effort to retract those erroneous
claims. And this isn’t the only case of a
claimed huge expansion in government
that turns out to be nothing of the kind.
Have you heard the one about how
there’s been an explosion in the number
of federal regulators? Mike Konczal of
the Roosevelt Institute looked into the
numbers behind that claim, and it turns
out that almost all of those additional
“regulators” work for the Department of
Homeland Security, protecting us against
terrorists. 

Still, why does it matter what some
politicians and think tanks say? The an-
swer is that there’s a well-developed
right-wing media infrastructure in place
to catapult the propaganda, as former
President George W. Bush put it, to rap-
idly disseminate bogus analysis to a wide
audience where it becomes part of what
“everyone knows.” (There’s nothing
comparable on the left, which has fallen
far behind in the humbug race.)

And it’s a very effective process. When
discussing the alleged huge expansion of
government under Mr. Obama, I’ve re-
peatedly found that people just won’t be-
lieve me when I try to point out that it
never happened. They assume that I’m
lying, or somehow cherry-picking the
data. After all, they’ve heard over and
over again about that surge in govern-
ment spending and employment, and
they don’t realize that everything
they’ve heard was a special delivery
from the Humbug Express.

So in this holiday season, let’s remem-
ber the wisdom of Ebenezer Scrooge. Not
the bit about denying food and medical
care to those who need them: America’s
failure to take care of its own less-fortu-
nate citizens is a national disgrace. But
Scrooge was right about the prevalence
of humbug. And we’d be much better off
as a nation if more people had the cour-
age to say “Bah!” Ø
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at work.

I try not to fall into a rut, but every
December I give out Sidney Awards for
the best magazine essays of the year,
and every year it seems I give one to
Michael Lewis. It would be more im-
pressive if I was discovering obscure
geniuses, but Lewis keeps churning out
the masterpieces.

This year it was a Vanity Fair piece
called “Beware of Greeks Bearing
Bonds.” (The online version of this col-
umn has links to the essays.) His large
subject is the tsunami of cheap credit
that swept over the world and “offered
entire societies the chance to reveal as-
pects of their characters they could not
normally afford to indulge.”

His specific subject is Greece, a coun-
try that plundered its public institutions
while spoiling and atomizing itself. The
Greek national railroad earned 100 mil-
lion euros (about $131.4 million) in reve-
nues each year, but had a wage bill of
400 million euros plus 300 million euros
in other expenses. The country reported
a budget deficit of 3.7 percent a year, but
that was inaccurate. It was really about
14 percent of G.D.P.

Lewis’s genius was to show how the
moral breakdown spread into one of the
most remote institutions on earth, a
1,000-year-old monastery cut off by wa-
ter, culture and theology that, nonethe-
less, managed to put itself at the center
of the great plundering. 

If you go to a college classroom you’ll

likely notice that the women tend to
dominate the conversation. In an essay
called “The End of Men” in The Atlan-
tic, Hanna Rosin gathers the evidence,
showing how women are beginning to
dominate the information age.

At one clinic where parents are able
to choose the sex of their babies, 75 per-
cent choose girls. Three women earn

college degrees for every two earned by
men. Of the 15 job categories projected
to grow the most in the next decade in
the U.S., all but two are predominantly
filled by women.

Rosin describes studies showing that
corporations that have women in senior
management perform better than male-
dominated competitors. She visits ad-
missions officers who are hunting for
qualified boys. At a support group for
men behind on their child support, the
leader writes “$85,000” on the board.
“That’s her salary,” he barks. Then he
writes “$12,000” and shouts: “This is
your salary. Who’s the damn man?

Who’s the man now?” 
In Fortune, Beth Kowitt had an eye-

popping piece called “Inside the Secret
World of Trader Joe’s.” The funky, gour-
met grocery chain is actually owned by
the secretive Albrecht family from Ger-
many. Many of the products are made
by large corporations — the pita chips
are made by a division of PepsiCo and
the yogurt is actually made by Danone
Stonyfield Farm.

The company has brilliantly seized on
the growing sophistication of American
food tastes. It offers a much more lim-
ited selection than its rivals, thus reduc-
ing the anxiety of choice. It has an effi-
cient supply chain (the Tasty Bite Pun-
jab Eggplant that sold for $3.39 at Whole
Foods in Manhattan sold for more than
a dollar less at the Trader Joe’s in Stam-
ford, Conn.). It fosters community and
makes shopping a form of belonging.

You may know James Franco as the
actor who played Peter Parker’s best
friend in the Spider-Man movies, or the
lead character in the mountain-climbing
movie, “127 Hours.” While pursuing a
full-time acting career, he earned a
bachelor’s degree at U.C.L.A. and then
enrolled simultaneously in four gradu-
ate programs — New York University
for film, Columbia for writing, Brooklyn
College for writing and Warren Wilson
College for poetry. He’s also pursuing a
Ph.D. in English at Yale and taking
classes at the Rhode Island School of

Design. His fiction has been published
in Esquire (his first book-length col-
lection was published by Scribner). His
first solo art show was at the Clock-
tower Gallery in New York City.

Sam Anderson superbly captures the
everythingness of Franco’s life in a New
York Magazine piece called “The James
Franco Project.” It is a story of manic la-
bor masking the man’s enigmatic core.

Last year, William Deresiewicz deliv-
ered a countercultural lecture at West
Point. He told the cadets how to combat
the frenetic, achievement-obsessed sys-
tem in which they were raised. That
speech was subsequently published in
The American Scholar as “Solitude and
Leadership.” It’s about how to be a lead-
er, not an organization man. 

Darin Wolfe wrote a piece in Ameri-
can Scientist, called “To See for One’s
Self,” about the decline of the autopsy.
Autopsies frequently reveal major diag-
nostic errors and undiscovered illness-
es, yet the number of autopsies per-
formed each year is plummeting. Med-
ical training no longer relies on this
hands-on exercise. Doctors are afraid of
information that might lead to malprac-
tice suits. Medicare won’t pay for them.
A form of practical inquiry is being lost.

Everybody’s worried about the future
of print journalism, but this has been an
outstanding year for magazines. On
Tuesday, I’ll offer more suggestions for
holiday reading. Ø
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T
HE other car is already there when Jana pulls into the driveway.
At first, she thinks it is her father’s car, thinks maybe he’s late
leaving for the factory, and she wonders where she can stash the
cake — the overpriced, holly-sprigged log she finally brought
home to surprise her grandmother — before he finds it. But then

she sees the woman on the porch. The woman is wearing a red coat, hat
pulled down over her ears. Jana does not recognize her. 

Snow has been falling for days, swelling in mud-tinged banks between
the driveways. Jana watches the woman on the porch through the warm fog
of her own breath. The woman hasn’t noticed Jana’s car. She rings the door-
bell, then tries the handle. She puts her hands on her hips. With the wom-
an’s red coat at the top of the stairs, the bright line of wreaths and garlands
along the block is unbroken. She walks to the end of the porch and looks
around the corner of the house, leaning into the tight, snow-laden alley.
Jana thinks of what the woman will see back there: the laundry line; her
grandmother’s broken wheelchair, sold to them by the previous tenant;
empty boxes left over from
their recent move in; and,
somewhere among them, rolls
of wrapping paper Jana has
been letting the upstairs neigh-
bor hide from his children. 

The woman tries the door-
bell one more time. Jana can’t
decide if the woman is a hospi-
tal bill collector, if that’s how
it’s done here in America, if
they’ve finally progressed from
phone calls to home visits. She
wonders if she could have pre-
vented this by telling her father
about the grandmother’s pneu-
monia and their trip to the
emergency room six months
ago. The woman opens the
screen door and knocks, and
then lets it snap shut. Then she
turns around and sees Jana in
the car, and breaks into a smile.
For the first time, Jana notices
the basket in the crook of her
arm. 

Jana kills the engine and
gets out as the woman comes
down the steps, still smiling.
She almost forgets the cake box
on the seat, and by the time she
has reached in to get it, the
woman is close, hovering with
the basket. 

The woman smiles in
greeting. Her lipstick is caked
with the cold. “Do you live
here?” she says. 

Jana shuts the door, miss-
ing the insulating hum of the
engine, and says nothing. The woman’s basket is enormous, its contents
crammed tight, wrapped in cellophane and tied off with a red bow. Inside,
Jana sees cans of soup, tins of cocoa, a sticky bread loaf of some kind. 

“Do you live here?” the woman repeats. 
Eight months in America, and Jana’s accent is as heavy as it was back

home. She doesn’t want this woman to hear it. 
The woman continues smiling. “I’m from Holiday Helpers, here to de-

liver an order for this house?” She phrases it as a question. “There’s a
card,” the woman says.

The card is a folded square suspended from the bow. To open it, Jana
would have to say she lives here. But she doesn’t want to, doesn’t trust the
woman or her endless smile. 

Then the woman is flipping the card open with her fingertips. “Are you
Jana Andrick?” she wants to know. Andrich. 

Then Jana remembers the television ad. She remembers seeing it on
the tiny screen of the department store stockroom television, most late
nights since October. The Holiday Helpers ad featured a montage of smiling
people handing baskets just like this one across porches to other smiling
people. There was a number on the screen in big yellow letters, and the an-
nouncer said, “This holiday season, give to someone in need.”

The edges of the woman’s mouth are beginning to turn blue. She press-
es the basket to her side, and through the cellophane Jana sees a packet of
muffin mix and some scattered caramels. The woman is still looking at the
card, waiting for Jana to admit she lives here. “Doesn’t say who it’s from.” 

She holds the basket out to Jana, but Jana steps back. She holds up the
cake box. “Delivery,” she says, to buy time. The woman’s face changes as if
she understands, as if suddenly they are on the same side of something.

“What service?” the woman wants to know. “What company?” She
says it loudly — she’s caught Jana’s accent. Jana makes up a company
name. The woman has never heard of it, of course, but she and Jana walk
up the steps to the porch and look through the window. 

Ice has filmed over the dirt in the corners of the windowpanes. With
her hand across her forehead, Jana can see into the darkened living room.
She has never seen it this way — the still-packed boxes lined up against the
rear wall, her father’s empty armchair with his breakfast plate on the seat,
the stuffing coming out of the sofa, which is tilted over its broken leg — and
she wants to excuse it. But the woman could still be a collector, so Jana says
nothing. 

The bedroom door opens and Jana’s grandmother comes out, hair nap-
tufted. If she looks up, she’ll see them and come to the door, and Jana will
have to explain. But without her hearing aid, Jana’s grandmother is almost
deaf, and she goes down the hallway, fastening her robe, while the Holiday
Helper, animated by her appearance, pounds uselessly on the window,

shouting, “Excuse me — Merry Christmas!” 
The grandmother goes into the bathroom. Jana’s breath smears the

glass again. 
“Bad hearing,” Jana says, straightening. The woman looks disap-

pointed. 
Jana looks across the street to where a light-wired Santa and reindeer

are all grinning maniacally on the Grishams’ roof. She wonders if the bas-
ket is from them. Last week, after her grandmother got excited watching
the Grishams’ display go up, Jana stopped by the craft store and stood
among the rows of glitter-dusted ornaments and holly garlands, and tried
to pick out a bow for their door. She felt defeated just standing there, felt
that all the choices were there to trick her into making some terrible mis-
take. And then there was her father, reminding her they have no money,
nothing to celebrate. When a bored young woman in a blue apron came up
to help her, Jana turned and left. She had opted for the cake instead. A cake

you could eat. Once eaten, there wouldn’t be any evidence of frivolity hang-
ing around the house.

The woman has decided to leave her basket on the porch. “She’ll find it
when she comes out,” she says of Jana’s grandmother, and props the screen
door with the basket. Then she holds her hands out for the cake box, and
Jana has no choice but to give it to her. 

The woman looks it over. “No card?” she says, smiling. 
Jana shrugs and tries a smile. The woman probably knows she’s been

lying. 
“I wonder who sent all these things,” the woman says, putting the box

down behind the basket. “Good neighbors, probably,” the woman says. Her
teeth are perfectly white. She could still be a bill collector. But she turns the
basket around so that the big red bow is facing the door, so that it will be the
first thing Jana’s grandmother sees when she comes out. While she signs
the delivery timecard, it occurs to Jana that she will have to complete the
lie, get into her car and pull away, perhaps drive all the way down to the
bottom of the street and out of the neighborhood.

The woman goes down the porch steps. Jana follows her. Crossing the
drive, Jana looks into the woman’s car and sees Holiday Helpers baskets
crowding the back seat. The woman opens the car door and turns to her,
smiles. “Well, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” says Jana. She has no choice but to get back in the
car and pull out of the driveway. The woman’s engine sputters to life. Jana
sits still and watches her back up onto the road. When the woman pulls up
alongside, Jana puts the car in park and takes a notepad out of her glove
compartment. She sits with the engine running and pretends to write some-
thing. The woman’s car moves forward. 

At the stop sign, the woman turns in her seat and waves. Jana waves
back with her notepad. Then the woman’s car swings onto the road and she
is gone. 

Jana watches the road for a long time. A minivan with a tree strapped
to the roof goes by, and then Mrs. Grisham’s gray car comes up the slope
and pulls into her garage. But the woman in the red coat does not come
back. 

When Jana does get out of the car, the basket will still be there. It will
have to be accepted, taken inside. It will have to be explained to her father,
who will not want it, will not want its charity, unless she unpacks it right
away, hides the tins and packages around the kitchen so he will not find
them, or not know what they are if he does. 

And the bow. The bow will have to go in the trash. Or she will put it up,
put it up on the door for just a little while, take it down before he gets home.
Or maybe, with all the other wreathed doors, he won’t notice it, won’t ask
where it came from, won’t make her refuse kindness. There are, after all,
good neighbors somewhere along the block, waiting for her to carry their
kindness inside. ØTéa Obreht is the author of the forthcoming novel “The Tiger’s Wife.”
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