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What Readers Are Saying About Dan Lynch and An Independent State






  “When I first ran for public office in 1969, my grandfather said to me ''Mike, there is a political season and a governing season. When an election is over, those who are chosen to serve should be expected to work with other elected officials — regardless of party affiliation — to produce a work product for the benefit of those who put them in office. Today it seems that some politicians — especially on the national level — have forgotten about the governing season. Public service, for some, has become one continuous campaign.'' Jack McNulty, Sr. was right! I commend Dan Lynch for pointing out — as he has for years — that politicians need to get back to the business of governing and producing a work product for the good of the people they were chosen to represent.” — Michael McNulty , Representative U.S. Congress (NY) , 1992-2009 .





  ""Dan Lynch once again gives us the insight that no politician dares. Honest, provocative and thought provoking without regard to political affiliation...Lynch peels back the onion and invites us to consider the real issues while unmasking the lies that both parties would like you believe about the other. Don''t cast another ballet before reading this book!” — Paul Rutherford, Author ""The Tunnel Hoard"", ""Into the Dragon''s Teeth"" and ""The Bahama Triangle.""




  “Dan Lynch was my first newspaper editor at the Albany Times Union. First day on the job he says to me, “Always report about something that’s important to people. Be relevant.” That’s why you want to read this book. It’s right out of the Dan Lynch playbook: tough, incisive and important.” — Sal Paolantonio, National Correspondent, ESPN, author of How Football Explains America.




  Is Barack Obama a foreign-born Muslim who wants to impose socialism and sharia law on the United States? Is Mitt Romney a heartless vulture capitalist who belongs to a cult? Dan Lynch, a seasoned political reporter, uses wit, common sense, and above all, a sturdy BS detector, to roam the political landscape, and expose loonies and their fallacious arguments on the left and right. If MSNBC and Fox News have left you with a post-election headache, it might be soothing therapy to hang out with Dan and read An Independent State. — Ralph Cipriano, reporter, blogger on bigtrial.net, and author of Courtroom Cowboy and The Hit Man.
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  An Independent State




   How the Deluded, Deranged Cult Members of Partisan Politics Are Destroying the Very Fabric of American Life — And What Sensible People Can Do to Fix It All




  “Madness is rare in individuals—but in groups, political parties, nations, and eras it''s the rule”.—Friedrich Nietzsche 




  “What luck for rulers that men do not think”—Adolf Hitler 




  “The most dangerous man, to any government, is the man who is able to think things out for himself without regard to the prevailing superstitions and taboos. Almost inevitably he comes to the conclusion that the government he lives under is dishonest, insane and intolerable, and so, if he is romantic, he tries to change it. And even if he is not romantic personally he is apt to spread discontent among those who are”—H.L. Mencken 




  “It is not so much what folks don''t know that causes problems; it ís what they do know that ain''t so.”—Artemus Ward 




  “To find yourself, think for yourself.”—Socrates




  Introduction




  As a fairly moderate, reasonably well-informed guy who has expressed his opinion on political matters for more decades than I care to count — in books, speeches, magazines and newspapers and on television, radio and on line -- I often find myself asked by people, “What are you, a total jerk or something?”




  It’s an utterly predictable question. Written or spoken material on politics doesn’t always generate the effect that the author or commentator had hoped for. That, generally, is universal recognition of that writer’s unalloyed genius and his or her exclusive corner on the wisdom market. You figure that you’re dispensing vital information, spreading enlightenment and spurring constructive thought. In actuality, in many cases, what you’re doing mainly is pissing people off.




  That’s because when you’re dealing with rigid political partisans of either major political party you’re dealing essentially with cult members. You’ve expressed an opinion that challenges their deeply cherished belief systems. They’re upset because they thrive on faith, not knowledge. Unless you share that faith in every minute detail they’re likely to find your opinion insufficiently extreme. What really pisses them off is when you’ve provided them with totally accurate information that challenges their flawed grasp of the world. That just annoys the hell out of them. This is especially true in periods of crisis, which is what we’re in now. As Americans in the second rocky decade of the 21st Century, we live in distinctly perplexing times.




  Our nation’s population is aging. Every day, 10,000 Baby Boomers turn 65. Partly because the Boomers are past their most productive years and have grown prudent in spending their reduced incomes in retirement, our consumer-oriented economy is wheezing. That’s not the only reason the economy is suffering, but it’s a big one. Social Security and Medicare are making the Boomers, the largest segment of the country’s population, a tidal wave of tax users rather than taxpayers, Add to that the tax resistance that has become so key a component of American political life, and the national debt has soared out of control.




  The middle class is shrinking. In adjusted terms, median household income has declined nearly 7 per cent since 2009. Forty-eight percent of all Americans — a total of 146.4 million people — are classified by the Census Bureau either as low-income or living in poverty. That’s up 4 million in five years. Three in five American children live in such homes.




  The official U. S. poverty rate has risen to its highest level since 1965, according the Census Bureau. It’s not at the level of the highest poverty rate on record — 22.4 per cent, measured in 1959 -- but a study from Indiana University predicts that the numbers of poor people in the U.S. will continue to rise, in part because old jobs are being replaced by new, lower-paying jobs and because states are cutting their welfare budgets. According to John Graham, one of the authors of the report, At Risk: America''s Poor During and After the Great Recession, ""One of the big surprises is that poverty in the United States is likely to continue to increase even as the economic recovery unfolds.”




  Graham went on to say, ""The unique feature of the great recession is not just the high rate of unemployment, but the long duration of unemployment that millions of Americans have experienced. [For] a lot of these long-term unemployed, the job that they had won''t exist when they go back into the labor market.”




  There now exist fewer American payroll jobs than we had at the beginning of the 21st Century, even though our national population has risen by millions of people. About 40 per cent of those jobs are considered low paying, up 10 per cent from when Ronald Reagan took office as President in 1981. The number of self-employed has dropped from 16.5 million to 14.5 million since 2006.




  Over the long haul gas prices are poised to soar out of sight. That’s happening for a variety of reasons. The biggest factor in oil prices bouncing around is concern over continuing lunacy in the Mideast. The heart of the problem, though, is that the world’s population is increasing as Third World economies begin to boom, and our declining world supply of oil is becoming ever more expensive to pump out of the ground. Already, the oil price increase of the past few years is reflected in higher prices for meat, vegetables and all other goods that require transport. Electricity bills have gone up about $300 a year since 2009, with the average household now paying a record average exceeding $1,400 annually.




  The next time you’re on the highway, glance around. The average American car is now more than 10 years old. Not quite a quarter century ago it was 6.5 years old. Our schools haven’t worked in decades.




  Our roads and bridges are crumbling. Too many of our young people refuse to shoulder the adult burdens of civilized society — marriage, legal parenthood, aiding the helpless. Nearly a third of males age 25 to 34 now live with their parents, partly because they can’t find decent jobs. The other reason they stay with Mom and Dad is cultural — Peter Pan Syndrome, a refusal to grow up. They live until 40 or so in an extended childhood, often at home with aging, highly annoyed parents. For young adults, life remains too much like high school, only they get to stay out at night until all hours and have their dates sleep over. Too many of this society’s real children live in broken homes or in homes that were never real households to begin with.




  As an institution, marriage is dying in 21st Century America. Out-of-wedlock births, rare four decades ago, are common now — nearly 40 per cent of all U. S. births -- and are treated as a normal part of American life. Religious zealots, convinced that their pathway to Heaven depends on saving the souls of people who would rather be left alone, work desperately to turn this constitutionally secular state into a western version of one of the Islamic theocracies. Popular entertainment has grown uniquely coarse and tasteless. Hardly anybody reads the newspaper any more or watches the TV news. Consequently, too few people know much about what’s going on in the world around them, except for the torrent of purposeful lies they receive on the Internet.




  That, in my view, is our biggest problem. Too few modern Americans really understand what’s happening — or, no less serious, what has happened in the past to lead us to our current predicament. Moreover, not enough of them want to know or understand. They treasure their opinions, and they’re dismissive of facts that might get in the way of those opinions. To them, the truth is what they want it to be, not necessarily what’s proven, verifiable and in context. Politicians thrive on that willful ignorance and enrich themselves at our expense by taking advantage of it. For the most part, politicians of both major political parties have no interest in solving the real problems of ordinary people as long as the politicians can profit personally from those problems.




  Moreover, and there’s nothing new about this, too few people like to think, especially about public affairs. Like every other species on the planet, we humans are the product of evolution. Like wolves, killer whales, deer, buffalo and other pack animals, we’re hard-wired to band together in groups for survival in a harsh, threatening, challenging world. We’re therefore, by nature, tribal creatures who understand deep in our genes that membership in a group that works in concert is our most efficient pathway to survival and success. Instinctively, we long for membership in an “us.” That means that for “us” to function properly we also must recognize a “them.” Far too many of us form animosities more easily than we form friendships. Eric Hoffer, the philosopher/writer of the 1940s and 1950s, once observed that a mass political movement can function effectively without a god, but it always must have a devil.




  In a democracy like ours, that means that a citizen’s worst enemy is often another citizen -- or, more commonly, another group of citizens. In political warfare, as in real warfare with deadly weapons, truth is generally the first casualty. Too few people want truth. Instead, they want validation of their membership in a specific group and ammunition with which they can inflict damage on those they perceive to be their enemies in other groups.




  While all this is going on in the democratic processes of modern America, things are falling apart all around us. Foreign competition from countries that learned about indoor plumbing from us is depriving Americans of good jobs. American corporations that ship work overseas pay no real tax penalty for doing so. We buy from abroad far more than we sell to the rest of the world. Economic mobility in this country, the land of opportunity that served as a hopeful beacon for generations of ambitious immigrants, is slowing to a crawl compared to economic mobility in other nations. The American standard of living, as indicated by the United Nations Quality of Life Index, is lower now than the living standards of nine other nations. We’re behind Norway, Iceland, Australia, Luxembourg, Canada, Sweden, Switzerland, Ireland and Belgium. For the 45 million Americans whose ancestors, like mine, put down skid marks in getting out of Ireland to come here for better lives that ought to be pretty disturbing.




  Since World War II, we’ve taken on military burdens to protect international free trade that we can’t afford financially and that, for some time now, have brought the vast bulk of Americans far too little in terms of financial reward. Our national political life has degenerated into a churning urn of ill will and swirling campaign dollars from special interests. There exists a bright but distressingly thin line between intense, principled political conviction and total freaking madness. More and more of our politicians, it seems, tend to play to the dark fantasies of those on the fringes of mainstream political thought, reinforcing their twisted perceptions of the true shape of the world and thereby inhibiting the formulation of real solutions to real problems.




  For all that, we’re in slightly better shape overall today than we were a few years back. After the banking crisis that generated a multibillion-dollar government bailout, we were losing 775,000 jobs a month from our national economy. Now, we’re seeing modest growth in jobs every month. The hard truth, though, is that job growth is too weak and that a great deal of what used to be America pretty much sucks these days. And, thus far, our politicians, paralyzed by the intense partisanship of their constituencies, have been unwilling and/or unable to reach agreement on what to do about any of this. Republicans and Democrats seem to occupy different planets and to speak entirely different languages.




  As a result, a growing number of people are simply furious — at government at all levels, at popular culture, at individual politicians, at one another. In vague terms, they’re furious at Washington, at both political parties and at any politician who’s not quite as furious as they are. Many people believe, and with considerable justification, that each major political party is the bought-and-paid-for property of people with money.




  In other words, what we’re seeing now is sort of a mass political hysteria that cripples our system of government and works mainly to perpetuate problems rather than to solve them. More and more, however, sensible people are recognizing this and are moving away from partisan politics. For roughly 140 years, two political parties have dominated our democracy to the point where we Americans essentially now have one political party with different wings, and what we have isn’t working on behalf of most people. As a result, growth in membership in political parties is slowing to a crawl while membership in no party is dramatically increasing. What we’re seeing in this trend is the rise of the independents — a shift away from the mindless, instinctive partisanship that George Washington warned us against when he left office. We’re seeing instead a move toward the sort of broad-based, cooperative civic involvement that the first President hoped would be the hallmark of his new nation’s public life.




  It’s a struggle, though. There are still fewer independents than party members in our political system. Moreover, not all independents are the same. Some eschew party membership because they view the Democrats as insufficiently liberal or the Republicans as insufficiently conservative.




  What we independents seem to agree on, however, is that the party system isn’t working well and that non-party voters have become the nation’s best hope for working out practical solutions to public problems in a rational fashion. We’ve had no more vivid an example of the problems the party system has fostered than the 2012 presidential election. Never was the simple, factual truth so much in peril. Never was the sheer ignorance of the world on the part of so many of our fellow citizens so starkly illustrated.




  So, here are some thoughts on how that election so chillingly illuminated the problem, on how those problems might be overcome by sensible independents in coming elections and on where we might end up if we finally, as a people, decide to follow the first President’s parting advice and refuse to “divide into factions.”




  The Color of Politics




  In the spring of 2012, before the presidential election really got rolling, I spent a week in a seminar with an interesting crowd of people I hadn’t met before. They were all bright, high-energy people, many of whom couldn’t resist conversations about politics even though that topic was not what we were studying.




  One guy was a mortgage broker. He tended to spend evenings watching Fox News and, at one point, expressed the view that Barack Obama was a Muslim. Another guy was a licensed electrical contractor. He figured that the country’s biggest problems are welfare and the collapse of public education — not that he thought much of the concept of public education to begin with. My favorite, though, was the lawyer. It was his view that the Framers of the Constitution had intended to create a loose confederation of states with a weak central government and that the system has grown horribly perverted over the centuries. He advised everybody to read the Federalist papers so they could learn the truth about what the Framers had wanted the country to be.




  Normally, whenever a debate like this gets going, it has always been my inclination to set everybody straight. I tend to do that because I don’t think that people — especially bright people — should be going around believing and/or saying things that are patently untrue. This time, though, I just listened and nodded politely. I’m making peace at last with the reality that people are going to believe whatever makes them comfortable. To most people, the music is more important than the lyrics. The verifiable facts are less important to them than the opinion.




  So, I didn’t bother to argue with the mortgage broker about the “Obama is a Muslim” stuff. I did point out to him that he couldn’t criticize Obama both for being a member of Rev. Jeremiah Wright’s church in Chicago and also for being a Muslim. You have to pick one, I explained to him, because both things can’t be true.




  I did mention to the electrical contractor that public education permitted this country to produce a literate population just as the Industrial Revolution occurred. That permitted us to absorb millions of immigrants and to both protect and solidify our status as the world’s most prosperous nation — a status, by the way, that we can’t claim in the 21st Century.




  And I didn’t mention to the lawyer that the Framers created not a loose confederation of states but a union — one country with a central government. They wanted some authority to remain with the states, but they knew precisely what they were doing when they used the word “union” in the Constitution. We fought a civil war to clarify that point; you can look that up, actually.




  I also didn’t mention to the lawyer that I’ve read the Federalist Papers, most of which were written by Alexander Hamilton, one of the more right-wing of the radicals who founded this nation. He didn’t even want a Bill of Rights in the U. S. Constitution. Ultimately, when the Constitution was adopted in an atmosphere of reasonable compromise, not all of Hamilton’s ideas were included and several that he didn’t like did end up in there. He was only one Framer, after all, and many of the other Framers disagreed with him on a number of key points.




  What was most interesting to me about the entire experience at the seminar, though, was this:




  These were all white guys. Overwhelmingly, that’s who the conservatives and the Republicans in this country are. The percentage of non-Hispanic whites voting for Republican House candidates in 2010 was 62 per cent. That set a record for off-year contests. It beat even the 1994 Republican rout when Republicans got 58 per cent of the white vote. In presidential elections, you have to go back to the landslide Republican victories of 1972 (Richard Nixon versus George McGovern) and 1984 (Ronald Reagan versus Walter Mondale) to get white Republican margins similar to those of 2010. McGovern and Mondale carried just one state each.




  Another way of looking at it is that many non-whites tend not to show up at the polls except in presidential years. Fully 88.8 per cent of all ballots cast in 2010 for House Republicans were cast by whites, compared to 63.9 per cent of all ballots for Democrats cast by whites. Statistically, the Republicans have become a party dominated by white males, who make up less than 36 per cent of the country’s population but vote faithfully. Women make up about 52 per cent of the U. S. population. As a general rule, white females tend to vote Republican by a hair-thin margin. When you add in black women, almost all of whom vote Democratic, women are solid Democratic Party voters.




  In other words, the numbers show that conservative white male Republicans, despite their routinely high turnout on Election Day, are becoming less and less relevant in American politics. What that means is that Republicans have to fret over a high turnout of non-white voters in every presidential race. That’s why all across the country in 2012 Republican state legislators and governors were passing laws restricting or eliminating Election Day registration, early voting, the broader use of absentee ballots and voting by mail. At least eight states enacted legislation to curb access to the polls, including four key battleground states in the presidential race — Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Florida and Ohio. These are all laws that disproportionately affect minority voters.




  At that point, with seven months to go before the presidential election, polling data suggested that the Republican “white” strategy had a decent chance of working. Since 2008, the Republican Party’s biggest gains, and Obama’s sharpest declines, had been among white voters. As of that week in the spring of 2012, only one in three whites was likely to vote for him.




  Regardless of what happened in 2012, though, it was clear by then that the white-dominated Republican Party is in for some severely tough times as the country diversifies. By mid-century, whites will be less than half the nation’s population, and white males will be less than 25 per cent.




  What that means, I think, is that at some point white male Republicans are going to have to face up to what the truth might really be in any given circumstance. Over the long haul, self delusion won’t do the job.




  A bit later on, in a public forum, I told the story of what I’d come across at that seminar. A good many Republicans who absorbed those words were openly furious with me. What never ceases to amaze me is the extent to which the same things happen, time and again, and nobody ever learns from the past.




  Now, look back over what I’d seen and heard at that seminar and had talked about later. I’d said that:




  1) The Republican party is largely dominated by white males;




  2) Many of those white males hold some really nutty ideas, no matter how much evidence exists to demonstrate that those ideas are truly nutty. Reliable polls tell us, for example, that many of them believe that Barack Obama is a practicing Muslim who was born outside the United States and is therefore ineligible to be President.




  3) The percentage of white males in the population is diminishing rapidly, according to Census data, and




  4) If white males want to remain at all relevant to American political life — and if they want to keep their Republican party alive — then they’d better abandon the asinine fantasies that underlie many of their political convictions. If they refuse to do that, their Republican party will simply fade away.




  None of this is really disputable from a factual standpoint. One guy who participated in that public forum where I made those remarks issued a long response claiming that very few Republicans thought that Obama was born outside the United States or that he was a Muslim. I explained to the guy that, according to the polls, fully one-third of Republicans bought the Muslim business and fully 47 per cent of them believed that Obama had been born outside the U. S. I then informed him that his party is heading for a cliff and advised him to buy a parachute.




  His response? He doesn’t believe the polls.




  It’s not as though political parties haven’t died before. When the country was founded, the first President spoke against political parties and refused to join one. Very quickly, however, the politicians who founded the country split into two factions.




  The Federalist Party was the first American political party. It was led by Hamilton, a New York lawyer, and was composed mostly of northern, urban bankers and businessmen who favored a strong national government. What the Federalists wanted, essentially, was the rule of proper gentlemen over the largely illiterate, unwashed, country bumpkins who’d aided them in throwing off the rule of the English nobility.




  Their political opponents were the Democratic-Republicans, led by Thomas Jefferson. They were mainly planters and southerners, like Jefferson, who viewed the Federalists as too citified and snooty and too out of touch with the common man. By 1801, they’d wrested control of the federal government from the Federalists, who managed to remain a party for only the next 20 years or so.




  Decades later, Andrew Jackson was the guy who led a split in the Democratic-Republicans to create the Democrats. The Democratic-Republicans promptly morphed into the Whigs and were taken over later on by a brand new party, the Republicans, in 1854. The original Republican Party was urban and northern and bore little resemblance to the Republican Party of today. It was fiercely anti-slavery and, for its time, pretty liberal.




  Over the next century and a half, the Democrats attracted the waves of poor immigrants who swarmed into the northern cities and broadened the party’s base to dominate urban areas. The Republican Party, originally a fairly radical outfit, grew more conservative in the face of immigration, more rural and more southern. Today, largely because of concerns that the Democrats have become overly concerned with the welfare of minorities at the expense of whites, the Republican Party is composed mostly of white people in an era when the country is becoming less and less white. In other words, modern Republicans are beginning to look in some ways a lot like the old Federalists.




  What’s the logical outcome? Well, just do the math. Today’s Republicans seem headed down the same path as the Federalists. Their one chance to survive more than a few more decades is to stop talking exclusively to one another and to begin talking to the rest of the country as well.




  And, just maybe, to begin listening a little bit, too.




  Jeb Bush and other GOP party pros know how to read census data and polls and finally are saying this openly. Only every indication is that too many Republicans just can’t bring themselves to do that. They are so furious over the changes in the country’s population — and with what they believe to be the concurrent collapse of the national social and economic structures — that they can muster too little logic to subdue their ever-growing rage.




  So, when they hold presidential primary elections, Republican voters force their candidates to take such intensely far right positions that those candidates have much to overcome every November, when it’s not just Republicans voting. The most suicidal example of that is the way the Republicans rail against illegal immigration. Only the furthest left of Americans disagree with them on the merits of that issue, but Republican rhetoric is so vitriolic and so poisonous on the topic that they repel the exploding percentage of Hispanic voters.




  All the Latinos hear when the Republicans start in with their howls to build a wall between the U. S. and Mexico is, “We’ve got the keep those brown people out of here!” Guess what? Brown people who vote here get sort of pissed over that.




  I don’t belong to a party. I’ve seen too much evidence that people join political parties just so they don’t have to think any more about public affairs. The party line is there; they’re happy with it, now what’s on TV? But I’m a big believer in a functional two-party system that prevents one party or the other from going too far, as each of them are prone to do without restraints. And the key to keeping the parties from going too far in either direction is a large body of moderate, unaffiliated independents willing to vote for or against candidates of either party when either party just gets too zany.




  As for third parties? Well, I also have reservations about a system consisting of many narrowly focused, minor parties, like the ones that exist in many parliamentary systems of government. When those little parties join with a bigger party to form a ruling coalition, the narrowly based party can end up with way too much say in major matters. The Israeli parliamentary system is a perfect example of what worries me about a system like that.




  At the moment, the Republican party — with all its nutty ideas about Obama’s birth and religion, about largely imaginary news media bias and the need for women to keep aspirin tablets pressed between their knees, with its brown-and-black-people-bashing, with its totally fraudulent claims about this country’s history and what its Constitution says — are like a mob of frenzied lemmings heading right off a cliff. In so doing, they’re opening the path for equally nutty far-left partisans to exert more influence on the political system.




  And when you point that out to Republicans, they just run faster and faster toward the edge in their crazed, suicidal rage.




  The Ugly Truth




  It happens every year — April 15th, tax day. Already, I was hearing the complaints on my talk radio program. One guy called in to complain that half the people in this country pay no federal taxes, but he has to pay them, and he was furious about it.




  Not quite true, I explained to him. Nearly 37 per cent of U.S. tax revenue comes from personal income taxes. That’s about 10 percentage points more, on average, than in other industrialized countries. And it’s most assuredly true that roughly 47 per cent of American households pay no income tax, according to estimates by the Tax Policy Center. That’s a nonpartisan, non-political Washington think tank that focuses on tax issues.




  How do these people get away with paying no federal income tax? Well, half them are dirt poor, many of them elderly people past their working years. They bring in too little income to be liable for income taxes. For the most part, the other half is composed of people who earn a bit more, but they’re poor enough to qualify for various tax credits — the earned income credit, the child and child-care credits, the American Opportunity and Lifetime Learning credits, which help pay for college, and the saver’s credit, which subsidizes retirement saving.




  Then you have rich people. According to the Tax Policy Center, about 3,000 of the 76 million taxpayers who were expected to pay no federal income taxes in 2011 made nearly $2.2 million per year, which puts them in the top 0.1 percent income bracket. Another 24,000 taxpayers expected to pay no income taxes in 2011 were in the top 1 per cent income bracket, making between $532,613 and $2.2 million per year.




  How does that happen? For one thing, wealthy earners benefit to an unusual degree from tax breaks on investment. Capital gains on investments are taxed at 15 per cent, much lower than the top income-tax rate. ""Carried interest"" income, which many private-equity executives enjoy, is taxed at the capital-gains rate. And many wealthy taxpayers take advantage of a feature that lets them recognize past investment losses to lower or eliminate their tax bills.




  For the most part, though, the main reason the One Percenters pay no income taxes is far less exotic. It’s because they derive their income from tax-free municipal bonds. That’s where Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis put the bundle that she’d separated her second husband from. They went into New York City bonds. When New York City nearly went belly up in the mid-1970s she was sweating more than any cab driver.




  But, I explained to my caller, these people still pay the other federal taxes that make up two-thirds of the government’s revenue stream. They pay Social Security and Medicare taxes when they work. When they buy gas they pay the same state and federal taxes the rest of us pay. If they smoke or have a drink now and again they pay excise taxes. On the local and state level, they pay sales taxes when they buy stuff. If they own real property they pay property taxes. According to the Tax Policy Center, more than 75 per cent of us pay at least some form of federal tax. And the remaining people — those who pay no federal taxes? For the most part, they’re low-income old people or grindingly poor people with kids. Even people with annual incomes under 10 grand pay some federal tax, generally in the form of payroll taxes on wages.




  And if you’re one of those people who believes that rich people pay no taxes, then take a whiff of this cup of coffee: While it’s true that a very few rich people do avoid federal income tax through the help of shrewd lawyers and accountants, the Tax Policy Center’s research shows that 99.7 percent of people with annual incomes above $1 million pay federal taxes. On average, on April 15th they give the federal government 27 per cent of what they bring in. The tax bill after deductions for the average American household? About 18 per cent of gross income.




  Well, yeah, the caller said to me, but Americans are overtaxed. Taxes deprive us of our liberty and freedom. Taxes kill the economy. They kill initiative. Nobody pays taxes like Americans pay taxes. Okay, I said; that’s a point of view. Here are a few facts, though:




  The Tax Policy Center tells us that federal, state and local taxes total over $4 trillion. That’s about one-fourth of the U.S. gross domestic product. That breaks down this way: Every American pays just under $13,000 in taxes. About two-thirds of that goes to the federal government. As onerous as that sounds, though, it’s a lower percentage of income paid in taxes than in borne by the citizens of any other rich country.




  According to the Tax Policy Center, taxes in 30 of the world’s richest countries average 36 per cent of GDP. Only Mexico, Turkey, South Korea and Japan have tax rates lower than ours. And taxes in many European countries exceed 40 per cent of GDP because these nations offer vastly more extensive government services than the United States does. Moreover, they do that without maintaining a big defense establishment, as we do. They crowd in, shoulder to shoulder, under our military umbrella, and we Americans pay for their protection against the world’s really bad guys.




  It’s true that we Americans do pay far more in individual income taxes than residents of other wealthy nations, but we pay much less in sales taxes. About 17 per cent of U.S. tax receipts come from taxes on goods and services. That’s about half the 32 per cent average for rich countries. The reality is that the American tax load is considerably lower than what’s paid by people in other wealthy countries.




  As for high taxes killing the economy? Actually, what does that is weak consumer demand and government spending without taxing enough to pay the bills. The 27 nations in the European Union are home to about 500 million people who produce 25 per cent of the world’s total economy. We, with a population of about 313 million, produce not quite another 25 per cent or so. Per capita, we do a bit better than the Europeans do in economic output, and our economic growth has been higher historically, but we’re also younger than they are, and our population has grown more quickly.




  I had another caller who was horribly worried about the growing federal deficit and the growing national debt. These are worthy concerns, by the way. The Tea Party people are really on to something here. But this caller, as have other callers to my program, predicted that this country will cease to exist within five years if we don’t fix this right now. “We won’t have a country any more,” he predicted.




  I explained that there’s a difference between legitimate concern about the country’s debt and thoughtless hysteria over it. The non-partisan Congressional Budget Office said a few years back that without spending cuts, higher taxes or some combination of the two that the national debt would reach 100 per cent of our GDP. Well, we’re just a bit over that now. That’s a scary number, but the Japanese have a national debt of 150 per cent-plus of that country’s GDP, and the Japanese still have a country. Not only that, they also have the world’s third-largest national economy, although that economy is gasping along under the staggering burden of that debt.




  Liberals like to think that we can fix the debt problem by taxing rich people more heavily. Conservatives like to think that we can just cut spending. They’re both living in Fantasyland.




  First, here’s why the liberals are wrong: A study conducted by the Tax Policy Center found that Washington would have to raise taxes by almost 40 per cent to reduce — not eliminate, just reduce — the deficit to 3 per cent of our GDP. That’s the 2015 goal the Obama administration set in its 2011 budget. That tax boost would mean the lowest income tax rate would jump from 10 to nearly 14 per cent, and the top rate from 35 to 48 per cent. If we raised taxes only on families with couples making more than $250,000 a year and on individuals making more than $200,000, then the top two income tax rates would have to more than double. The top rate would have to hit almost 77 per cent to get the deficit down to 3 per cent of GDP. Are the citizens of this country about to stand for that? Not a chance. And, if by some miracle increases like that could get through Congress, they still wouldn’t come close to eliminating the deficit.




  As far as just cutting spending? At the moment, federal tax receipts are sufficient only to cover the costs of Social Security and Medicare, the costs of which will begin to rise dramatically as 10,000 baby boomers a day are now hitting the system and will be for the next 18 years. The federal government borrows to cover everything else. Trying to fix the debt problem just by cutting spending would mean no federal food inspection, no defense department — no anything but Social Security and Medicare. Since the U.S. Constitution requires the government to provide for the national defense just cutting spending wouldn’t even be constitutional.




  Bottom line: Taxes and death are equally unavoidable. Everybody resents paying taxes, but too few people really understand either what’s going on around them or why it’s going on in the first place. The solution: Turn off the daily pep rallies for one political faction or the other that you find on most of talk radio, on Fox and on MSNBC. Instead, treat yourself to a helping of the best available version of the truth.




  Which, these days, is all too often a fairly unpleasant truth.




  
Making the Choice 





  By Memorial Day, 2012, a time when we were honoring the memories of Americans who died for their country so we can sully memories of their sacrifice with down and dirty presidential campaigns every four years, we Americans were in the pre-campaign doldrums. Barack Obama was unchallenged for the Democratic Party’s nomination. Mitt Romney had a lock on the GOP nomination. The real campaign for President wouldn’t begin for months.




  At that point I had no clue as to who I would vote for. Before I made up my mind, I wanted to watch and listen to a campaign. I wanted to hear what these candidates had to say on issues important to me. I wanted to get a better sense of how the new guy, Romney, handled himself.




  In the past, I’d voted for both Republicans and Democrats, depending on the year, the circumstances and the candidates. Independents are like that. We vote for and against people and their programs, not political parties.




  At that same time four years earlier, I’d been tilting toward John McCain. He wasn’t perfect — none of them are, nor should we expect them to be — but he was a genuine American hero who’d stood up for principle more often than most politicians do, and he’d shown me a measure of common sense in foreign affairs. Then he picked as his running mate the governor of Alaska, a state with roughly the population of Staten Island. Predictably, she’d turned out to be a total airhead who thought she was being picked on when somebody asked her what she read. (As it turned out, not much, apparently.)




  That had forced me to take another look at McCain. At the time, he was 72 years old. He’d had a couple of bouts with cancer. And this was who he was willing to put a heartbeat away from the presidency — this ditzy, loud-mouthed harpy who wouldn’t stand out intellectually in a flock of sheep?




  At best, that was bad judgment. I learned in the Air Force that some fighter pilots, like some surgeons, possess a level of self-confidence that borders on psychosis. They need a strong sense of invulnerability in order to do what they do. Their raw courage is admirable, but that sense of invulnerability can give them a profoundly flawed sense of risk assessment.




  That’s not what you want in the White House, and it’s what I saw in McCain’s selection of Sarah Palin. That’s what iced my vote in 2008 for Barack Obama, even though he’d struck me as distinctly green as a presidential candidate only two years out of the Illinois State Senate.




  Four years later, I liked some of what Obama had done and disliked other things that he both had and had not done. He got points with me for doing something about the health care crisis. Whether what he did was the best thing remained to be seen, but that problem couldn’t be left alone. He got big points with me for the Osama Bin Laden execution. I liked the way he’d handled the Libya business.




  I gave him some points for finally deciding to get American troops out of Afghanistan, but he was doing that fairly late in the game. Too many Americans had been killed or maimed there for no good reason. Anything that we needed to do in Afghanistan could and should have been done with drones and special forces, not with an occupying army with no chance of establishing a stable government in a country that has never cared about having a stable government.




  I also faulted him on the job situation. Okay, Obama had inherited a bloodcurdling economic disaster, and his stimulus package had stopped the bleeding and led to some recovery -- but not enough recovery, frankly. His stimulus had been too small for the size of the problem, and it had been designed primarily to keep public employees on the job while doing too little for the private sector. When the private sector failed to come surging back a good many of the public employees had ended up losing their jobs anyway.




  Meanwhile, over in Germany, the woman who ran things there, Angela Merkel, had put government money into the private sector in the form of tax breaks, low-interest loans and outright grants. She’d ended up saving jobs thereby subsidizing job sharing and had kept public employees on the job because that country still had private employees working and paying taxes. The result was that by Memorial Day the Obama administration was cheering because the U. S. unemployment rate had dropped to 8.1 per cent -- only to rise later, as it turned out. Germany’s unemployment rate, however, had just dropped to 7 per cent. Yes, we’re a bigger country with a bigger economy, but it was clear that Obama’s approach had been less successful than Merkel’s.




  In addition to that, nothing serious had been done by the Obama administration to break up the big banks. If they screw up again, we’ll have to bail out their butts again. And they will screw up again; just wait.




  So, before I decided who to vote for, the first thing I wanted to see was who Romney picked as a running mate. If he selected some mouth-foaming loon to placate the Republican Party’s increasingly nutball base, then I had a pretty good hunch as to where I would go. I also have to confess that I felt a considerable amount of sympathy for Obama for the demented attacks that had been made on him over the course of his first term. All the birther crap and the mindless criticism had turned me off in a big way. The guy would wake up in the morning and the Republicans would promptly fault him for opening his eyes and taking a breath. That was not behavior that I was eager to reward.




  For me, then, on Memorial Day weekend, there was still much to see and hear, to absorb and turn over in my mind and to weigh and consider before I picked a candidate. The debates would weigh heavily in my mind. They’re largely show biz, but you do get a measure of a man in a situation like that.




  I had reservations about both guys. Romney struck me as sort of a Stephen King character, a shape-changer. The fact was, though, that the Republicans, in the end, hadn’t picked a jerk, and they’d had ample opportunity to do that. Mitt Romney was a rich kid who’d become an even richer man through his own efforts and dedication. He seemed to be a bit of a prep-school tightass, but I wasn’t interested in having a beer with either guy — aside from which, Romney doesn’t drink anyway.




  Except for the fact that anybody who wants to be President clearly has a screw loose, both these guys seemed to be uniquely admirable men. They would be insulted and diminished constantly for the next five months, but both seemed intensely intelligent, intensely determined, intensely tough and extremely capable. Each, I was certain, wanted the best for the rest of us. Each wanted to make a positive difference for his fellow citizens.




  So, in the end, the choice for me would not be made on the basis of all the lies, distortions and invective that party cult members find so much fun. It wouldn’t be based on who was the perfect candidate in each and every respect. Instead, I would make up my mind on the basis of who seemed more likely to do the better job for us in uniquely difficult times. That, I think, is how sensible people should decide who to vote for.




  But not many of us operate that way, do we?




  





  
The Rich Guys






  When Jack Kennedy was murdered I was a school kid just outside New York City. I ran right home after the closing bell to flip on the TV. That’s where I watched a bunch of reporters pounce on Richard Nixon as he got off a plane at Idlewild. He’d been in the air from the West Coast when he’d gotten word of the Kennedy assassination. Reporters wanted his reaction.




  Nixon then said something like this, “President Kennedy and I had political differences, but his assassination is a tragedy beyond words. This was a bright, gifted man with great inherited wealth who could have spent his life lolling on the beach on the Riviera with a blonde on each arm. Nobody would have found fault with him for doing that. Instead, he served his country in war, in Congress and in the White House and ended up losing his life at an early age in the diligent performance of that service.”




  Nixon went on for a minute or so more. He said that he’d been born into a middle-class family, had gone into politics to make a living and took pride in his own public service, but he admired people like Kennedy, who hadn’t had to do what Nixon had done but had done it anyway.




  Jack Kennedy had never made much money on his own. Before he got into politics, he’d been a reporter and author for a while. Let me assure you, on the basis of personal experience, that few people get rich that way. It had been JFK’s old man who’d made the money, making John F. Kennedy one of the 80 per cent of American Presidents who were millionaires, just like most people in Congress today are millionaires.




  [image: ]




  





  The vast majority of rich people, in politics and out, inherited their money from some ferocious forbearer who worked hard, played all the angles, cut corners when it came to the law and died exhausted. Some, like George Washington and John Kerry, married their money. Others, like Mitt Romney, inherited a bundle, gave away at least a portion of it and made the rest grow.




  During the early stages of the 2012 presidential campaign, a big fuss erupted because Mitt Romney has 250 million bucks and pays a lower tax rate than people who live on salary or hourly wages. If this troubles you, then you should know that everybody who was in the 2012 race at one point or another is rich, and my guess is that none of them pays as much as you do in taxes in percentage terms.




  Newt Gingrich is worth around $20 million, which he earned on his own, mainly from influence peddling. Rick Perry is worth $3 million, mostly from his family’s cotton farm. Ron Paul is worth something like $5 million from serving in Congress and practicing medicine. Rick Santorum is worth about $2.5 million from Congress and practicing law. Herman Cain is worth about $3 million from his decades as a business executive. Michele Bachmann is worth $3 million.




  Oh, and the guy who was President at the time? Barack Obama is worth between $5 million and $10 million, mostly from book royalties.




  What’s the point? Only that this country, from the very beginning, has been pretty much run by rich guys, most of them just plain lucky rich guys, and nothing much has changed. The last President we had who wasn’t a millionaire was Harry Truman, and he left office 60 years ago. For what it’s worth, our best President, Abe Lincoln, wasn’t a millionaire, either. Nearly two out of three Americans admire rich people and wouldn’t at all mind becoming one of them. Some Americans, mostly on the political left, despise them as inherently evil. Like it or not, though, they pretty much get to run things.




  The reality is that Herman Cain had a point when he said, “If you’re not rich it’s your own fault.” Cain set out to get rich from the start. It apparently was his mission in life — that and chasing babes. For most people, though, getting rich isn’t the point of life. No real path to wealth exists for cops or teachers or small business people. Few people are willing to devote every moment they’re breathing to gathering riches. What most people want is enough income to support themselves and their families in some measure of comfort. They want enough money to provide their kids with all the education the kids want. They want enough to spend a few years of leisure in their old age before they kick off. In other words, they’re not as motivated by greed as Herman Cain was.
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