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INTRODUCTION

You’ve Got a Lot of Nerve To Say You Are My Friend

Few liberals or progressives would take issue with the argument that, significant accomplishments notwithstanding, the Obama presidency has been a big disappointment. As Mario Cuomo famously observed, candidates campaign in poetry but govern in prose. And, yes, the achievements are, when judged in comparison with those of his immediate predecessors, undeniably impressive. There are health care reform, financial reform, the economic stimulus, tobacco regulation, student loan reform, credit card reform, and equal pay, all of which unarguably put Barack Obama in the company of Lyndon Johnson and Franklin Delano Roosevelt as one of the most consequential Democratic presidents of the last hundred years. Yet when one examines the fine print on these bills, it becomes equally undeniable that Obama voters have been asked to accept some awfully “prosaic” compromises.

This turn of events is particularly disheartening when one recalls the powerful wave of progressive support Obama rode to the White House, coupled with the near total discrediting of his conservative Republican opposition, owing to the disastrous consequences of George Bush’s presidency. In order to pass his health care legislation, for instance, Obama was required to specifically repudiate his pledge to prochoice voters to “make preserving women’s rights under Roe v. Wade a priority as president.” That promise apparently was lost in the same  drawer as his insistence that “any [health care reform] plan I sign must include an insurance exchange ... including a public option.” Labor unions were among candidate Obama’s most fervent and dedicated foot soldiers, and many were no doubt inspired by his pledge “to fight for the passage of the Employee Free Choice Act.” Yet that act appears deader than Jimmy Hoffa. Environmentalists were no doubt steeled through the frigid days of New Hampshire canvassing by Obama’s promise that “as president, I will set a hard cap on all carbon emissions at a level that scientists say is necessary to curb global warming—an 80 percent reduction by 2050.” But that goal appears to have gone up the chimney in thick black smoke. And remember when Obama promised, right before the election, to “put in place the common-sense regulations and rules of the road I’ve been calling for since March—rules that will keep our market free, fair and honest; rules that will restore accountability and responsibility in our corporate boardrooms”? Neither, apparently, does he. Indeed, if one examines the gamut of legislation passed and executive orders issued that relate to the promises made by candidate Obama, one can only wince at the slightly hyperbolic joke made by late-night comedian Jimmy Fallon, who quipped that the president’s goal appeared to be to “finally deliver on the campaign promises made by John McCain.”

None of us know what lies inside the president’s heart. It is at least possible that he fooled gullible progressives during the election into believing he was a left-liberal partisan when in fact he is much closer to a conservative corporate shill. An awful lot of progressives, including two I happen to know who sport Nobel Prizes on their shelves, feel this way, and their perspective cannot be completely discounted. The Beltway view of Obama, meanwhile, posits just the opposite. That view—insistently repeated, for instance, by the Wall Street Journal’s nonpartisan, nonideological news columnist Gerald Seib—is that the president’s problem is that he and his allies in the Democratic Party “just overplayed their hand in the last year and a half, moving policy  too far left, sparking an equal and opposite reaction in the rightward direction.” (Obama’s biggest mistake, seconded the Atlantic Monthly’s Clive Crook, was his failure to “repudiate the left” and “make it [his] enemy.”) And Newt Gingrich, speaking from what is actually considered by these same Beltway types as the responsible center of the Republican Party, calls Obama “the most radical president in American history,” operating on the basis of “Kenyan, anti-colonial behavior”; Gingrich urges his minions to resist the president’s “secular, socialist machine.”

My own views remain in flux—subject to adjustment depending on the circumstances. I began the Obama presidency tending toward the view, expressed by young, conservative New York Times columnist Ross Douthat, that Barack Obama is a “liberal who’s always willing to cut a deal and grab for half the loaf. He has the policy preferences of a progressive blogger, but the governing style of a seasoned Beltway wheeler-dealer.” During the presidential campaign Barack Obama bravely praised Ronald Reagan for having put forth bold ideas that “changed the trajectory of American politics.” But as president, Obama chose to work for whatever deal might already be on the table, relying instead on the philosophy of one his early Chicago mentors, Denny Jacobs, who told Obama biographer David Remnick, “Sometimes you can’t get the whole hog, so you take the ham sandwich.” Even allowing for this orientation on the part of the president, and admitting that from a philosophical standpoint it’s one I largely share, I cannot argue that I see the wisdom of all of the compromises he has so far agreed to embrace.

For instance, as a liberal who believes in the power of public rhetoric, I deeply regret Obama’s decision to turn dealmaker overnight as he assumed the presidency. I’ll admit that this cynic’s heart was stirred in ways I never imagined when Obama took the stage in Denver that late summer night in 2008 and summoned up our best angels after eight years of the fear-mongering and dumbed-down divisiveness we  experienced under George Bush. But the fellow who, during the crucial moment in the campaign, asked supporters to join him in committing themselves to a vision of “A nation healed. A world repaired. An America that believes again ...” disappeared inside the Oval Office on January 20, 2010, never to be seen again. Had the president been willing to make a stronger case for his core beliefs from the bully pulpit, his words might have had a salutary effect on the tone of American politics just as John F. Kennedy’s did during his presidency, despite a similar commitment to a dealmaker’s style of politics. Many people were inspired by Kennedy to do great things even if the president himself saw the need for political compromise whenever necessary. It almost certainly would have been beneficial to Obama’s youthful supporters, who turned out in greater numbers than ever before and in greater margins for a Democratic candidate but never got to hear the values he professed as candidate given voice by the president they helped to elect. Perhaps an Obama who emulated Ronald Reagan and sought to move the rhetorical center of American politics back to a more humane, progressive place would have generated a more humane, progressive political conversation in this country. Surely, it would have been worth a try. But as much as I may regret Obama’s decision to forego this option and throw himself into dealmaking, I cannot in good conscience argue that had President Obama been more Reaganesque in his rhetoric, the result would necessarily have been the passage of better, more progressive legislation. For the truth, dear reader, is that it does not much matter who is right about what Barack Obama dreams of in his political imagination. Nor are the strategic mistakes made by the Obama team really all that crucial, except perhaps at the margins of any given policy. The far more important fact for progressive purposes is simply this: The system is rigged, and it’s rigged against us.

Sure, presidents can pretty easily pass tax cuts for the wealthy and powerful corporations. They can start whatever wars they wish  and wiretap whomever they want without warrants. They can order the torture of terrorist suspects, lie about it, and see that their intelligence services destroy the evidence. But what they cannot do, even with supermajorities in both houses of Congress behind them, is pass the kind of transformative progressive legislation that Barack Obama promised in his 2008 presidential campaign. The chapters that follow explain why.






CHAPTER ONE

When the Autumn Weather Turns the Leaves to Flame

The American political system is nothing if not complicated, and so, too, are the reasons for its myriad points of democratic dysfunction. Some are endemic to our constitutional regime and all but impossible to address save by the extremely cumbersome (and profoundly unlikely) prospect of amending the Constitution. Others are the result of a corrupt capital culture that likes it this way and has little incentive to change. Many are the result of the peculiar commercial and ideological structure of our media, which not only frame our political debate but also determine which issues will be addressed. A few are purely functions of the politics of the moment or just serendipitous bad luck. And if we really mean to change things, instead of just complaining about them, it behooves us to figure out which of these choke points can be opened up and which cannot. For if our politicians cannot keep the promises they make as candidates, then our commitment to political democracy becomes a kind of Kabuki exercise; it resembles a democratic process at great distance but mocks its genuine intentions in substance.

We live, as the late historian Tony Judt once wrote, in an “age of forgetting,” and nowhere is this truer than in our political discourse. Rarely do we stop to remind ourselves that, as a New York Times editorial put it, Obama “took office under an extraordinary burden of problems created by President George W. Bush’s ineptness and blind  ideology.” Clear environmental threats had been allowed to fester. The Bush Justice Department was engaged in what appears to have been widespread criminal action in a host of areas. We were fighting two wars, hamstrung by the hatred of most of the world’s citizens, and operating torture centers (and lying about it) across the globe. What’s more, based on the theory of the “unitary executive,” George Bush and Dick Cheney were claiming near dictatorial powers to ignore both houses of Congress and even the courts when it suited their purposes. According to the September 2010 calculations of Nobel laureate economist Joseph Stiglitz (writing with Linda J. Bilmes), the economic cost of Bush’s foolish Iraq misadventure was well over $3 trillion, and this does not begin to account for its humanitarian, strategic, diplomatic, constitutional, institutional, and moral costs as well. Meanwhile, the economic condition of the nation left to Barack Obama was the worst any president had seen since the Great Depression. Author Thomas Edsall observes, “The price of Bush’s dereliction was immense,” as “more than 8.4 million jobs were lost and nearly three million homes were foreclosed on, with more to come. The number of personal and commercial bankruptcies reached unprecedented levels. In 2008—a single year—American households lost $11 trillion, 18 percent of their wealth.” On the fiscal side, Edsall calculates, under this allegedly conservative president,
federal spending rose from 18.5 percent of GDP [gross domestic product] in 2001 to 21 percent in 2008, while a $125.3 billion surplus became a $364.4 billion deficit. Median family income, which had grown from $42,429 in 1980 to $46,049 in 1990, and which grew again during the Clinton Administration to $50,557 by 2000, shrank under George W. Bush, standing at $50,223 in 2007 before the start of the recession. During the Bush presidency, three million jobs were created. That compares to 23.1 million during  Bill Clinton’s two terms, and 16 million during Ronald Reagan’s. That’s the lowest level of job creation of any post- World War II president.





Barack Obama could hardly have been more accurate than on February 7, 20 10, when, speaking of health care reform, he told a CBS News interviewer, “Getting something passed through Congress with 535 members is hard.” And as president, he had no choice but to “play the cards [he was] dealt.” But how, exactly? Put yourself in President Obama’s shoes on January 21, 2009. Should he allow the deficit to explode or the economy to implode? Should he bail out the banks? Nationalize them? Break them up? Allow Detroit to die? Invite the firing of tens, possibly hundreds of thousands of teachers, police, firefighters, and emergency workers by state and local governments strapped by falling tax revenues? Should he close Guantánamo and Bagram prisons? End rendition? Get out of Iraq? Reverse signing statements? Outlaw domestic spying? Cut carbon emissions? And by the way, exactly how would he accomplish these things—and simultaneously? By legislation? By executive fiat? By magic? Believe me, I could go on.

America’s most irresponsible, incompetent, and ideologically obsessed presidency not only left most of these political and economic crises on its successor’s plate; it also often masked significant problems that received virtually no attention, so prominent were the myriad crises it caused. Many of these are more worrisome than the ones that made the front page. We all knew of the Bush administration’s incompetence in the realm of economic policy, as its inability/refusal to police the financial industry led directly to the worst economic crisis the world had seen since the Great Depression, a performance that mirrored the combination of incompetence, malfeasance, dishonesty, and corruption that resulted in the spectacularly counterproductive invasion and occupation of Iraq. And its commitment to the exploitation  and despoilment of the environment was no secret to those who paid at least a modicum of attention to the news.

But what of the rest of the Bush administration’s responsibilities—the ones that never made the front page? Remember, entitlements were rising unsustainably; so, too, was America’s exploding foreign debt to China. Our education system was falling farther and farther behind that of other Western nations as “No Child Left Behind” succeeded largely in increasing our students’ ability to take tests. And, largely ignored by the media, much of our physical infrastructure had corroded to the point of near collapse. Mass transit systems were being shut down in localities across the country owing to a lack of funds to pay for them. School buildings were being closed without adequate replacement because of unsafe infrastructural conditions. Streetlights in some places, including the conservative bastion of Colorado Springs, Colorado, were being shut off at night.

According to the American Society of Civil Engineers, “More than 26%, or one in four, of the nation’s bridges are either structurally deficient or functionally obsolete,” a problem that would likely cost roughly $17 billion per year to repair, or almost twice what has been budgeted. One-third of America’s major roads are, the engineers tell us, “in poor or mediocre condition and 45 percent of major urban highways are congested.” Drinking water systems “face an annual shortfall of at least $11 billion to replace aging facilities.” Inland waterways, wastewater systems, and levees: All of these crucial systems rate a “D” or lower. What’s more, this neglect at the federal level is matched by an equal lack of interest in these topics by the mainstream media. A valuable study by Jodi Enda in the American Journalism Review reveals an appalling apathy with regard to these issues on the part of virtually every major news organization.

The result of this malign neglect is that post-Bush America is one disaster after another waiting to happen, all of which—when they do—are laid at the feet of the current president, regardless of whether  addressing them is consistent with his policy agenda. For if he does not find a way to do so, they will likely overwhelm it. The financial crisis that dominated Obama’s early months—and almost brought down the entire world economy—is one obvious example. Afghanistan and Iraq are another. But let’s consider for a moment the crisis that most pundits termed to be the most significant of Obama’s early presidency: the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico that began on April 15, 2010. President Obama was, naturally, responsible for his administration’s reaction to the spill as well as his ill-considered decision, taken just weeks before the spill, to allow expanded drilling in coastal areas. But most mainstream media reporters viewed the oil spill as an act of God or of individual corporate negligence. But when the Wall Street Journal’s Peggy Noonan published a column during the final weekend of May in which she mused that she could not “see how the president’s position and popularity can survive the oil spill,” she appeared to argue that the mistakes made by the Obama administration in the wake of the disaster somehow constituted the entire story, at least insofar as it allowed pundits and the public to judge his success as president. In fact, the conditions that led to the spill—including the egregious malfeasance that empowered BP and the rest of the industry to ignore the most basic precautions—were a direct outgrowth of the Bush/Cheney industry-friendly defenestration of the government’s basic regulatory functions.

As the American Journalism Review study notes, before the spill occurred, not a single editor or producer thought to call a reporter and say, “Hey, why not take a look at what’s up over at the Minerals Management Service?” (The MMS, located inside the Department of Interior, manages the nation’s natural gas, oil, and other mineral resources on the country’s outer continental shelf.) Virtually nothing had been written about the MMS at all of late, save for an infamous four-year sex scandal. According to MMS spokesman Nicholas Pardi, before the BP oil spill not a single reporter in the country covered the  service’s activities full time. And yet in the wake of this endless disaster, we’ve learned, for instance, that the MMS did not require oil companies to install reliable backup systems to trigger blowout preventers in case of an emergency. No enforcement mechanisms existed at all. During the Bush years, regulators allowed the oil executives to fill in their own inspection reports in pencil, which were merely traced over before their official submission. Free hunting and fishing trips, tickets to games, and expensive meals were the norm at the Lake Charles office, all provided by the oil companies. Taking such gifts “appears to have been a generally accepted practice,” according to the department’s acting inspector general, Mary L. Kendall. One MMS employee undertook four inspections of platforms while in the process of negotiating the terms of his employment with that same company. Another was suspected of using crystal meth during his inspections. It’s no wonder that that the MMS collected only sixteen fines from the more than 400 investigations of Gulf of Mexico drilling incidents during the previous five years. The agency found roughly 200 violations of its regulations but showed virtually no interest in pursuing any of them.

Meanwhile, as a result of this almost comically lax enforcement, BP executives felt no compunction about ignoring those safety and environmental rules to which it was legally subject. One 2001 report found that the company paid little attention to the safety equipment that it would need in the event of an emergency shutdown. It often fell back on the least expensive and less than reliable deepwater well design and did so far more frequently than its industry competitors. At the well where the explosion took place, numerous workers also voiced concerns about poor equipment reliability, “which they believed was as a result of drilling priorities taking precedence over planned maintenance,” according to a survey commissioned by the rig’s owner, Transocean. Despite these findings, nearly half the workers surveyed feared potential reprisals if they raised their voices. Any number of key components—including the blowout preventer rams and failsafe valves  of the rig—went uninspected over a period of more than nine years, although the company’s guidelines called for them to be evaluated every three to five years. But a number of workers entered false data owing to what many of them viewed as the company’s “counterproductive” safety system. Another BP internal investigation found 390 overdue maintenance problems with the rig a month before the spill began, though to be honest, we may never know the full story. As late as October 2010, Transocean was still refusing to cooperate with the federally appointed panel investigating the disaster and would not turn over key materials related to its compliance with international safety management codes. It also declined to provide testimony from a key manager called by the panel as a witness.

Investigators did, however, garner sufficient data to determine that all of these actions were undoubtedly part of a larger pattern within BP, Transocean, and many, if not most, of the contractors that worked on the well. Another report, from 2004, discovered a pattern of company intimidation toward employees who expressed uneasiness about safety or environmental practices. California officials accused the company of falsifying its 2002 fuel tank inspections, adding that four of five of its storage facilities failed to meet proper standards. BP was forced to settle a lawsuit brought by the South Coast Air Quality Management District for more than $100 million. In 2005 a Texas City refinery explosion cost fifteen lives, owing in part to a failed warning system that one report found consistent with practices at “all five U.S. refineries, not just Texas City.” Incredibly, during the very days, early April 2010, when the world was focusing on the spill in the Gulf of Mexico, a BP refinery in Texas City, Texas, released huge amounts of toxic chemicals into the air for forty days in a row; these toxins went unnoticed by residents and unaddressed by BP until local area children began experiencing respiratory problems. According to one report, a total of 538,000 pounds of toxic chemicals, including the carcinogen benzene, escaped into the atmosphere. And instead of shutting the refinery down, the company  merely diverted gases to a smokestack and tried to burn them off, allowing hundreds of thousands of pounds more to contaminate the air. Moreover, BP did not alert local officials to the danger until the contamination was complete.

It was therefore a surprise only in the specifics of the action itself, rather than the overall pattern of malign neglect, when we learned in the first official finding of responsibility for the blowout that Dick Cheney’s old firm, Halliburton, had conducted three separate laboratory experiments demonstrating that its cement mixture—the mixture that apparently set the explosion off in the first place—repeatedly tested as inferior to industry standards, and yet, as the panel’s lead investigator, Fred H. Bartlit Jr., explains, “There is no indication that Halliburton highlighted to BP the significance of the foam stability data or that BP personnel raised any questions about it.”

Given all of these derelictions, and much more besides, New York Times pundit Paul Krugman is quite right to point out that the failures of both the MMS and BP that led to the spill—MMS’s failure “to require a backup shutdown system that is standard in much of the rest of the world, even though its own staff declared such a system necessary,” the exemption the service gave BP “from the requirement that they file plans to deal with major oil spills,” and its allowing “BP to drill Deepwater Horizon without a detailed environmental analysis”—are part of a pattern relevant not just to the Bush/Cheney administration’s lackadaisical approach to environmental regulation. Rather, they also reflect the entire Bush administration’s attitude toward governance in general and regulation in particular. “For the Bush administration was, to a large degree, run by and for the extractive industries,” Krugman notes. Its appointees were not merely corporate lobbyists and shills who frequently possessed little interest and less competence in the areas they were being asked to regulate. They were often also corrupt. Again to take just one of many potential examples, the Bush/Cheney deputy secretary of the interior (the man credited with  actually running the place) was former coal industry lobbyist J. Steven Griles, who in 2007 had pled guilty to lying to Congress about his ties to Jack Abramoff’s criminal operations. (Abramoff, once a high-powered, well-connected Republican lobbyist, pled guilty in 2006 to three criminal felony counts as a result of various acts of fraud and corruption, many of which involved massive amounts of money being paid out by Indian tribes and ending up in the pockets of Abramoff, his associates, and powerful Republican politicians.)

As it happens, Cheney himself was crucial in creating these conditions. Dick Cheney’s National Energy Policy Task Force concluded in May 2001 that many of the protections under which drillers had previously operated were no longer necessary, as new, allegedly more “efficient drilling and production methods” could “reduce emissions; practically eliminate spills from offshore platforms; and enhance worker safety, lower risk of blowouts, and provide better protection of groundwater resources.”

Josh Dorner of the Center for American Progress observes that one of the worst elements of what has come to be known as the “Dick Cheney Energy Bill” had a direct role in eliminating the kind of regulatory oversight that may have prevented the blowout of BP’s Mississippi Canyon 252 well on April 20 of this year. Section 390 of the legislation dramatically expanded the circumstance under which drilling operations could forego environmental reviews and be approved almost immediately under so-called “categorical exclusions” from the National Environmental Policy Act. The use of such exclusions went on to widespread abuse under the Bush administration. BP’s blown-out well did not undergo an environmental review thanks to a categorical exclusion. (BP was lobbying as recently as April [2010] to expand the use of such exclusions.)

Krugman correctly notes that Barack Obama “isn’t completely innocent of blame in the current spill,” owing to the fact that BP “received an environmental waiver for Deepwater Horizon after Mr. Obama took  office.” Indeed, as the current deputy interior secretary later mused, “What happened to all the stakeholders—Congress, environmental groups, industry, the government—all stakeholders involved were lulled into a sense of what has turned out to be false security.” But the “broader pattern” here, Krugman avers, is one of “the degradation of effective government by antigovernment ideology.” As a result of this ideology’s ruinous effects, a similar sense of false security about any number of aspects our government’s regulatory responsibilities presently permeates our public life. And like an oil gusher spewing its poison into a pristine Louisiana wetland, this politically poisonous legacy of malign neglect has the potential to despoil almost every aspect of President Obama’s agenda. But you will rarely, if ever, hear them discussed when it comes time for the president to face the consequences of that agenda. It’s as if Bush and Cheney left one time bomb after another and the Obama administration is being held responsible for failing to predict where and when each one will explode.






CHAPTER TWO

Don’t Know What I Want But I Know How to Get It

“The self-critical element of the progressive mind is probably a healthy thing, but it can also be debilitating,” Barack Obama told Rolling Stone magazine in the fall of 2010. Progressives need to keep this in mind, particularly in light of the amazing series of interlocking challenges that faced Obama’s presidency in merely restoring some sensible form of equilibrium to the governance of the United States. What’s more, he was attempting to work with a minority party with no strategic stake whatever in sensible governance. When, for instance, the unemployment figure reached 9.5 percent—or, more accurately, 16.5 percent if we include the people who had given up looking—in the summer of 2010, some of the lost jobs could be attributed to the failure of Congress to appropriate funds to replace lost state and local revenue in time for localities to retain their needed staffing levels of police, firefighters, schoolteachers, and the like; a legislative package was purposely delayed in the Senate by a combination of single-senator holds and party-line obstructionist votes. But bad employment numbers were actually good news for Republicans, as they were roundly interpreted as evidence of the failure of the Obama administration’s economic policies and therefore increased the likelihood of strong Republican showings in the coming November midterm elections.

As a matter of fact, the worse things got for the country, the better they looked for Republican candidates. And given that Republicans can plausibly claim to be ideologically in sync with just about any nonmilitary budget cut no matter what the ultimate effect, what possible incentive do the Republicans have to cooperate with the Democratic majority to pass legislation that will actually improve economic conditions? The two parties are demonstrably different in this respect. Democrats, even in the minority, participate in solutions designed to improve governance. They cannot help themselves. A commitment to the principle of good governance is the primary reason most Democrats tend toward politics in the first place. One might argue that this faith in government’s ability to improve people’s lives is misplaced, or that it becomes easily corrupted over time by the temptations of power and privilege, but few serious political observers would deny its initial presence. This is rarely true of Republicans, who are suspicious of government on principle and opposed to successful programs in practice and therefore happy to see government programs fail and, ideally, disappear entirely.

Ironically, given the deeply contested manner in which George W. Bush ascended to the presidency in 2000 despite his second-place finish in the popular vote and a transparent power grab on his behalf by the U.S. Supreme Court, it is Obama’s, not Bush’s, legitimacy that has come under attack by mainstream Republicans. As environmental reporter Dave Roberts describes it, “At the federal Congressional level, the Republican Party has become tight in its discipline, extreme in its ideology, and utterly unprincipled in its tactics.” To be fair to the Democrats, they are a far more ideologically diverse party than the Republicans and contain many moderates, many of who, in past Congresses, would easily have been conservatives. To further complicate matters, the more conservative or “centrist” representatives are almost always the most vulnerable because they do not represent reliably liberal districts (many were recently recruited for the purposes of  winning in “purple” districts). As NPR’s Ron Elving observed following the publication of yet another poll predicting a Republican landslide, House Democrats were divided between their safe “sitting pretty faction” and “the more fragile ‘scaredy cat’ faction that could be carried off by even the gentlest of anti-incumbent breezes.” As a result, the Democratic leadership in both houses is forever forced to compromise with its own side rather than its opposition. Now add to this the fact that, as Roberts rightly notes, “Congressional Republicans exercise far more party discipline, are far more extreme ideologically, and are far more willing to twist and abuse procedure than are Congressional Democrats.” It’s true, as pundits like to claim, that both sides “do it,” but Republican conservatives do it better, more often, and to far greater effect. As New York congressman Anthony Weiner wryly observes, too often Democrats arrive at “knife fights carrying library books.”

Again, to offer just one relatively insignificant example, when Democratic congressman Neil Abercrombie of Hawaii announced his plans to leave Congress to run for governor, he picked as his date of departure February 28, just before the big make-’em-or-break-’em series of votes on health care reform. Barely a week later, Republican congressman Nathan Deal of Georgia made the same announcement regarding his ambition to occupy his state’s governor’s chair, but his Republican colleagues prevailed upon him to stick around long enough to vote against health care. Meanwhile, and I wish I were making this up, Abercrombie’s Democratic colleagues not only let him run away from the fight but also gave him a going-away party. Too bad Abercrombie was already gone. (And in an almost too-fitting ending, the Democrats lost this bluest of blue seats—temporarily at least—in the May special election, owing to their inability to settle on a single candidate in time for the vote.)

Take the example of health care reform, for instance. Clearly, the American health care system demanded an overhaul for reasons of  both equity and efficiency. Per capita health spending in the United States had been increasing at nearly twice the rate as that in other wealthy countries; by 2004 U.S. health care spending was two and a half times per citizen that of the median amount for its competitors and far more than any other country as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP). And what do we get for all our money? Given that about one-third of the spending went into wasteful and counterproductive bureaucratic shuffling and endlessly redundant layers of administration, not nearly as much as one would have had a right to expect. Going into 2009, the United States and South Africa were the only two developed countries in the world that did not provide health care for all of their citizens. Nationally, roughly 30 percent of American children were without health insurance, and it was not unusual for them to receive no checkups or vaccinations for the entire year. The United States ranked eighty-fourth in the world for measles immunizations and eighty-ninth for polio. Childhood-immunization rates in the United States were lower than average. Infant-mortality rates were in the nineteenth percentile of industrialized nations. And children were hardly the only problem. American life expectancy was lower than the Western average. According to the World Health Organization, the United States ranked twenty-eighth in the years its citizens could expect to live healthy lives

Republicans never bothered to come up with an alternative proposal to Obama’s health care plan. Actually addressing these issues could hardly have been less relevant to their political agenda. All they needed were the words “socialism,” “government takeover,” “death panels,” and, most of all, “no.” (“We’re the party of ‘Hell, no!’” cried Sarah Palin to a crowd of cheering southern Republicans in April 2010.) When Senator Jim DeMint (R-SC) introduced a GOP stimulus plan, authored by the Heritage Foundation, it consisted in its entirety of making the Bush tax cuts permanent and adding to them additional tax breaks for corporations and wealthy Americans. If enacted—never a  serious possibility—this plan would have cost roughly three times what Obama’s plan is estimated to cost over the next ten years. Even DeMint found it necessary to admit that the plan was “not innovative or particularly clever. In fact, it’s only eleven pages.” Republicans stuck to this line throughout Obama’s first two years in office, deriding the impact of the stimulus, complaining of out-of-control deficit spending, and yet demanding the retention of the enormously costly Bush tax cuts aimed primarily at the extremely wealthy. They did so despite the fact that the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office analyzed the short-term effects of eleven potential options for dealing with the present unemployment crisis and found that retaining the Bush tax cuts for the wealthy offered the least powerful “bang for the buck,” owing to wealthy people’s proclivity to save, rather than spend, additional income. But when on a Fox News Sunday program in late July 2010 Chris Wallace inquired of then-GOP House minority leader, now House Speaker, John Boehner as to whether he was aware that “a number of top economists say what we need is more economic stimulus,” the Republican leader replied with apparent pride in his ignorance, “Well, I don’t need to see GDP numbers or to listen to economists. All I need to do is listen to the American people, because they’ve been asking the question now for eighteen months, ‘Where are the jobs?’”

At the same time, Republican leadership in both houses continued to insist that the extension of the Bush tax cuts would magically pay for itself. (As Senate minority leader Mitch McConnell told one reporter in July 2010, “There’s no evidence whatsoever that the Bush tax cuts actually diminished revenue. They increased revenue, because of the vibrancy of these tax cuts in the economy.”) But by this time this argument had been repudiated by the experience of the previous thirty years, during which deficits exploded under the tax-cutting policies of Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, and by the judgments of virtually every single reputable economist in America, including Republican economists. These latter included  Greg Mankiw, George W. Bush’s chair of the Council of Economic Advisers from 2003 to 2005 (“Some supply-siders like to claim that the distortional effect of taxes is so large that increasing tax rates reduces tax revenue. Like most economists, I don’t find that conclusion credible for most tax hikes”); Andrew Samwick, chief economist at the council from 2004 to 2005 (“No thoughtful person believes that this possible offset [from the Bush tax cuts] more than compensated for the first effect for these tax cuts. Not a single one”); Ed Lazear, chair of the council in 2007 (“I certainly would not claim that tax cuts pay for themselves”); and Hank Paulson, President Bush’s secretary of the Treasury (“As a general rule, I don’t believe that tax cuts pay for themselves”).

This myopia was, to no one’s surprise, much in evidence in the 2010 Republican election document, “Pledge to America,” amid all the lip-service paid to deficit reduction and fiscal responsibility in the face of Washington’s “out of control spending.” But as the policy-minded blogger and columnist Ezra Klein observed on the day the document was published, “The two most consequential policies in the proposal are the full extension of the Bush tax cuts and the full repeal of the health-care law. The first would increase the deficit by more than $4 trillion over the next 10 years, and many trillions of dollars more after that. The second would increase the deficit by more than $100 billion over the next 10 years, and many trillions of dollars more after that. Nothing in the document comes close to paying for these two proposals.”

The self-contradiction never stops. The Republicans solemnly announce that “small business must have certainty that the rules won’t change every few months” and then go on to propose the “repeal and replace[ment] of the government takeover of health care” (including its cost-containment provisions) with a new and hitherto unmentioned policy whose “rules” are nowhere available (and, one guesses, never will be). Ditto the called-for reductions in funding for Fannie  Mae and Freddie Mac, which would have enormous effects on the housing market, though, alas, entirely unpredictable ones. And because the debate is focused entirely on what the Obama administration has been able to accomplish to jump-start the economy, the purposeful impediments of Republicans in Congress, together with the other-worldliness of the putative “solutions” they propose, are barely mentioned in the political debate that surrounds the question.

This phenomenon is replicated with regard to foreign policy, where, if anything, Obama has been an even greater disappointment to liberals than on domestic policy, owing to his willingness to embrace Bush-era policies on rendition and secrecy, his refusal to close Guantánamo or Bagram prisons, and his decision not to rethink his earlier commitment to doubling down on Bush’s commitment to defend a corrupt order in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. And yet how is he described by Republican leaders for these concessions? As Republican House whip Eric Cantor informed a Heritage Foundation audience in May 2010, America’s defenses are “hemorrhaging” because Obama’s “policies bespeak a naive moral relativism in which the United States bears much responsibility for the problems we face around the world.” This from a politician who enthusiastically supported the Bush administration’s illegal torture of suspected terrorists and attempted suspension of habeas corpus for accused American citizens.

Anyone who observes the current state of the Republican Party, whether at the elite or the grassroots level, will not find much clamoring for powerful public policy proposals. The “Pledge to America” promises to “fully fund missile defense” without mentioning that, despite countless billions spent on the project since Ronald Reagan originally proposed it a generation ago, missile defense has never been found to work in any meaningful fashion. (The fiscal responsibility issue rears its head again.) But what the congressional Republicans lack in seriousness, however, they make up in self-discipline, particularly when compared to the constantly divided (and frequently dispirited) 
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