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Introduction:

A Nation Challenged

Americans have been a very fortunate people. Indeed, our nation and our people have been blessed with abundant natural resources; a temperate climate; the protective geography of two oceans and friendly neighbors to the north and south; a Bill of Rights and a Constitution bequeathed to us, thanks to the genius of our founding fathers; waves of immigrants, who, fleeing religious and political persecution, as well as economic deprivation, were thankful to arrive at Ellis Island or Angel Island; and a citizenry with boundless energy, openness, and generosity. Americans have taken great pride in being the world’s oldest democracy and the land of opportunity. [image: image]

Yet that is not the America we know today—one that is reeling from the economic fallout from the Great Recession and the worst environmental disaster in our history; a housing mortgage meltdown, with families losing their homes; skyrocketing health-care costs; unacceptable levels of unemployment and underemployment; and an aging and broken infrastructure. If this were not bad enough, local governments, states, and cities—some close to bankruptcy and others already bankrupt—are faced with massive layoffs of teachers, police, firefighters, and human-service professionals. These are hard times, and a growing majority of Americans have been telling the pollsters, for the past eight years, that “our nation is headed in the wrong direction” and that “their children will be the first generation to do worse than their parents.” Among other issues, this book will focus on two critical questions: How did we get into this mess? And what can be done to turn things around? There is a role for you in helping to reverse this downward trend.

Volunteers are needed in America today in record numbers. People are in trouble, and they are turning to voluntary organizations in their communities for help. Millions of Americans—middle-class, working-class, professional and business executives—have experienced the loss of jobs, homes, businesses, or small farm failures; they have endured personal bankruptcy, or the loss of their pensions or retirement income. And millions more are only a layoff, an illness, a divorce, or an accident away from falling into poverty. Recent studies have found that the largest increase in homelessness has been among families with children. Food banks—even in upscale suburban areas—are serving families who, a couple of years ago, were the ones doing the serving and donating of food.

The environment is in trouble, too, and environmental organizations need volunteers to be effective.

Above all, public debate on where this country is headed is in trouble. The political deadlock and poisonous partisanship in Washington does not help matters. Organizations that work on public policy need volunteers to keep debate alive, to keep democracy viable, and to make a better future possible.

Voluntary efforts should not be a substitute for the government’s failure to act, however. That’s the great danger today, because the federal government has been cutting back on social and human services for the past thirty years, since the Reagan administration, while slashing funds for basic social service assistance to state and local governments. This could not be happening at a worse time.

Our nation is in an extremely precarious position. It looks like we could well have a double-dip recession and even stagflation for the next several years. Yet while President Obama has put forth several important initiatives—to stimulate the economy; provide needed financial aid to local government; offer loans to help small business; and extend unemployment benefits, to name a few—the Republicans in Congress have opposed him in every instance. This makes it extremely difficult to pass legislation that could alleviate the suffering that cash-strapped families are experiencing.

What is needed is a coherent and comprehensive understanding of how we got into this economic mess, as well as an understanding of the public policy initiatives—economic, environmental, and social—that it will take to ensure a necessary and healthy recovery. Yet this is not happening. Why not? There are several reasons, but initially, I’ll touch on three: 1) Because of the way that economics is taught; 2) Because of the way that the mass media covers politics; and 3) Because the Republicans seem to think that it’s in their political interest to oppose every necessary reform that President Barack Obama proposes.

First, the way economics is taught: This course is almost nonexistent at the high school level (a few random pages of charts and curves), and on the college level, it’s far too abstract and theoretical. Thus, the vast majority of Americans do not understand how economic policy is made and how it affects them. Nowhere have the mass media, politicians, experts, and our education system failed us more than in the area of economic education. It is amazing how so many intelligent people get nervous at the sound of the word “economics.” What’s more, the so-called experts have confused us so much that we don’t even trust our common sense anymore. The truth of the matter is that we have an appallingly low level of economic literacy, with most people buying into myths rather than truths. It is for precisely this reason that likely independent voters are telling pollsters that the Democrats are responsible for our economic woes, particularly the deficits and debt, when in fact it was eight years of George W. Bush and a compliant and enabling Republican Congress that gave us these failed policies.

Next, it’s important to examine the critical role of the mass media, the dominant means of conveying information to the American public. In the past thirty years we’ve experienced a steady and marked decline in the quality of journalism.

To a great extent, we have not had a serious national public policy debate because the mass media, with few exceptions—NPR, PBS, and some print journalism—have treated politics, as well as economic and social policy, as entertainment: a combination of hype and palliation. There’s an unconscious cynicism in the way palliative the mass media have reported the previous day’s happenings: obama wins or senate dems beaten. The political and economic life of the country has been reduced to little more than a struggle for political power, the results not unlike the score of a football game. There seems to be no higher good, no national purpose, no critical judgment. The problem is that 75 percent of the public gets its news from television and talk radio, the worst offenders. And with the advent of 24/7 cable TV, the Internet, and the blogosphere, traditional news sources have dumbed down their content in order to compete for revenue and audiences with short attention spans.

[image: image]

Most of us should know that our dependence on mindless, endless, irrelevant evening-news sound bites and talk-radio ranting creates the illusion that we are learning something. We are not. In the process of being bombarded by decontextualized and useless information, we lose our freedom to make genuine choices based on coherent, rational ideas about our economy and how it affects social policies and the well-being of our communities. Hype has impoverished our political debate. It undermines the very idea that public discourse can be educational and edifying— or that national public policy can grow out of reflective discussion and shared political values. This “McNews” approach has undercut our moral values and civic traditions. We have sought simplistic answers to complex problems without even beginning to comprehend our loss.

But now we’re getting ahead of ourselves. A more detailed analysis, as well as a healthy antidote to media hype, is discussed in a final chapter, The Reading Cure.

The loss of coherent and comprehensive public discourse raises some difficult and complex questions about the relationship between policy and community service. Volunteers work in a context, and that context is shaped by America’s social and economic policy. That policy, in turn, is shaped by politics in Washington, D.C.

Next, let’s look at Republican opposition to Obama’s policies and the political deadlock in Washington. It would appear that the GOP leadership, Mitch McConnell, the Minority Leader in the Senate, and John Boehner, the Minority Leader in the House—as well as John McCain in his primary campaign in Arizona, and Sarah Palin on the stump—are convinced that the way for their party to climb the greasy pole back to power is to attack anything Obama says and to oppose any and all legislation that the White House or congressional Democratic leadership propose. And they do so without any concern as to what is best for the country. They have opposed the economic recovery stimulus package; health-care reform; climate change reform; banking and financial services reform; campaign finance reform; extension of unemployment benefits; consumer affairs reform; a partial ban on deep-sea drilling; and immigration reform, among other legislative initiatives. Moreover, they have not even bothered to offer any constructive or reasonable alternatives whatsoever. It’s just like they dusted off and put on their old Nancy Reagan just say no buttons.

Instead of offering creative alternatives, Boehner and McCo-nnell slavishly recite—as does the Republican Congressional Chorus—the same repetitive thirty-second sound bites for the evening television news, day in and day out. They could just as well put a parrot before the mike. Apparently their handlers and pollsters—with fresh research from a focus group of fifteen folks in Hammond, Indiana—have told them that the mantra of “lower taxes, less government” is the winning slogan that will play in Peoria. What’s really scary is that this mindless strategy might even win.

If it does work, and the Republican Party—shoved and shouted further to the right of George W. Bush by the Tea Party—gets back in power by having won either the House or Senate in 2010 or the White House in 2012, we’ll be in far bigger trouble than we were during the Bush era. We’ll have to contend with a more extreme version of Bush’s ruinous policies. The Republican leadership— who for eight years partnered with Bush in taking us to the economic abyss—are now doubling down their political bets because of pressure from their right-wing base and the Tea Party, and their belief that voters have short memories.

In July of 2010, thirty-eight Republican members of the House, including two in critical leadership positions, formed a Tea Party Caucus. They are playing with fire, as the angry populism and simplistic rhetoric they are promoting are not a substitute for coherent and comprehensive public policies. For want of creative and serious ideas and policies, the GOP is practicing the art of superficial posturing and caving in to what is called “crackpot realism.” The consequences of this kind of cynical pandering—if they win—will be government by provisional catastrophe, which could well lead to man-on-the-white-horse authoritarianism. Just thinking about this possibility reminds me of the words of Robert Frost: “I have seen the future, and I don’t advocate it.”

If this sounds gloomy, unless you hadn’t noticed, we’re going through bleak times. But it need not be that way. We have been through bad times before. First, we have to confront the reality that there is no easy or simple solution to the problems we face as a nation. For too long we put our faith in incompetent pitchmen posing as leaders (Ronald Reagan and Bush II), who, with bad ideas and worse policies, have frittered away our natural resources, human capital, and financial security. The deficits and debt that have piled up over the past thirty years are not only economic—they are also moral and social.

Another reality we have to face is that Obama is a political leader; he is not a wizard. He cannot wave a magic wand to change reality and make our problems disappear, just as Washington, Lincoln, or Roosevelt could not during crises of times past. Problems and policies that were thirty years in the making do not go away in two years. What Obama can do is to put our problems into perspective and offer reasonable, doable—and sometimes painful—solutions that require patience. Fortunately for us, he is an intelligent, competent, and decent man, and he’s displayed qualities of leadership under the most difficult of circumstances. The week of his inauguration the headline in The Onion got it right: america gives its worst job to a black man. All things considered, he’s doing an commendable job without any help from the opposition party and with vicious attacks from the reactionary media.
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If Obama had a difficult time getting the Republicans in Congress to cooperate his first two years, the second two will be all but impossible. Having won control of the House and gained several seats in the Senate in the 2010 midterm elections, the GOP will be emboldened to block all legislation proposed by the White House. Their motto will be “No We Can’t.”

Obama has to accept some blame for this stinging defeat. The two issues uppermost in the minds of voters were the economy/ unemployment and health care. The administration dawdled far too long on health care, talking about a bipartisan approach that was going nowhere. Meanwhile, the Republicans and the Tea Party were spreading false myths about “death panels” and frightening seniors about big cuts in their Medicare. White House strategists also failed to clearly and coherently explain to the American people the long-term benefits of either their health-care reform initiative or their economic stimulus package.

The inability of the White House to communicate effectively on these two issues gave the opposition the opportunity to frame the debate on their own terms; and the mass media had a field day fueling extraneous controversy, especially Tea Party rallies. Facts and truth are no match for angry guys with powdered wigs and tricorn hats. This media diversion and the failure of the White House to provide a coherent message undermined Obama’s credibility on other issues and detracted from his solid accomplishments. In politics, perception is often more important than substance. Negative public perceptions—as well as a steady dose of attack ads—made it extremely difficult for Democratic House and Senate candidates to compete in tight races.

Now that the Republicans have a majority in the House, they have absolute power of chairing all committees. They’ve used these powers in the past to freeze out the Democrats, as they did from 2001 until 2007. The Republican chairs hire staff, decide which issues to consider, set legislative priorities, issue subpoenas, and determine when to hold investigations, press conferences, and hearings. During the recent Bush administration, legislative oversight and accountability of the financial sector were no more than a wink, a nod, and a whitewash. That’s how we got into this economic crisis in the first place and GOP leadership, having learned nothing from the past, will try to repeal crucial parts of the financial reform legislation passed in 2010. Now, more than ever, the Republicans are beholden to corporate vested interests, who shoveled huge amounts of money into GOP campaign coffers.

[image: image]

Many pundits are drawing parallels between the 2010 midterm elections and the 1994 midterm elections, when Republicans captured both the Senate and House after two years of Bill Clinton’s first term. But there is a huge difference. The economy was in fairly good shape then. Now, the economy is extremely fragile and uncertain. If Republicans are hell-bent on destroying the Obama presidency—as their leadership has said is a priority—they could very well oppose legislation crucial to putting the nation’s economy back on track. This legislation includes extension of emergency unemployment benefits; more federal aid to state and local governments to stave off the loss of essential jobs in public safety and education; and a stimulus package targeted toward creating more jobs in infrastructure development and green energy projects. Development of the nation’s aging infrastructure—roads, sewer systems, airports, bridges, mass transit, and the energy grid—is extremely important if we are to effectively compete in the global economic market. Republican opposition to these job-creating initiatives could well deepen the Great Recession causing untold pain to millions of American families now living on the margin.

Not only did the Democratic Party take a big hit in the midterm elections, so did democracy. Secret money was pumped into the campaign in huge amounts, like toxic waste being dumped into reservoirs across the country. This shadow money was provided, in the main, to Republicans by corporations and wealthy individuals—through the Chamber of Commerce and vested interest groups legitimized by the Citizens United decision—who expect dividends in return for their investments. The cash was primarily used for attack ads—targeting Democrats—that flooded our airwaves and mailboxes. At the end of each ad, there should have been a disclaimer: “This message is a dangerous blow to democracy and was made possible by the John Roberts gang-of-five reactionaries on the Supreme Court.” Since when is the sanctioning of legalized bribery “judicial restraint” (as the conservatives preach to us) and a “strict construction” of the Constitution? It took a peculiarly contorted form of intellectual and moral jujitsu for the Roberts 5-4 majority to pin that decision on our nation’s founders.

If the Tea Partiers have the genuine concern they claim to have for the demise of republicanism in our country, and a decent eleventh grade understanding of American civic history, they’d plant their “Don’t Tread on Me” flags around the Supreme Court, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the Republican National Committee headquarters, and Fox News. Patrick Henry could then stop turning over in his grave. The stakes are very high, as the flood of undisclosed and unregulated money into our electoral system not only contaminates our politics and undermines our republican values but it threatens the integrity of American democracy.

What allowed American presidents in the past to lead us out of adversity was their ability to focus the American people on the challenges our country faced, in an open and honest way. But it was up to the American people to bear the burden—to pull together to persevere and succeed. What made a big difference in the past was our ability, as a people, to confront reality. Though the problems may be different today, the means of solving them are the same. It is up to us, individually and collectively, to become part of the solution rather than being part of the problem. What do I mean?
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We have to put aside irrelevant distractions, mindless entertainment, and false assumptions that somehow everything will work out for the best if we just sit on our rear ends. For example, when we went to war in Iraq, Bush went on television and told the American people to get out in the malls and shop—to spend until they maxed out their credit cards. Guess what? That didn’t work, because it was the thumb-sucking material equivalent of binge drinking and denial. No sacrifice, no belt-tightening, no introspection, no questioning, no problemo. That’s what people do in television commercials or in sitcoms; not in real life. Can you imagine Washington during the Revolutionary War, or Lincoln during the Civil War, or Roosevelt during Word War II, asking Americans to go out and shop?

Next, Bush told folks—particularly working-class and minorities— to become stakeholders in his “home ownership society.” That was going to be the key to solving our social and domestic problems. Just go down to your friendly neighborhood bank and take out an adjustable-interest, sub-prime loan and join the middle class. We know how that turned out.

The Iraq war, shopping at malls, and sub-prime loans; if you meld all these together—a failed foreign policy with a failed domestic policy—what you get is a national economy in the tank and international banking chaos. The Wall Street sharpies call it synergism, but it’s spelled catastrophe. Only through civic engagement and citizen participation can we turn things around.
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We only have to look at our recent past to see how our nation was changed, for the better, by homegrown grassroots movements. When our leaders could not or did not act, the people did. The civil rights, antiwar, environmental justice, consumer, antiapartheid, disabilities, gay and lesbian rights, antinuke, and anti-sweatshop movements—among others—are a few examples of how citizen action has had a profound effect on American law, society, and culture.

Let me share a more recent story about what I’m getting at. About three weeks after 9/11, I was listening to NPR. They were doing interviews with New Yorkers about how the tragedy had affected their lives. One of those interviewed was a seventeen-year-old high school student. He told the interviewer, “Before 9/11, when my friends and I went into a music store to get CDs, or to a fast-food place, if we weren’t served in two minutes I’d get antsy and irritated. Last week I went down to the Red Cross Center to volunteer to give blood. I had to wait three hours and I never felt better in my life.” This story is both real and metaphoric.

The lifeblood of a democracy, in the real world, is volunteering, community service, civic engagement, and citizen participation. And that’s what this book is about. It’s a win-win-win situation:

It’s good for you, vital to those being served, and healthy for your communities and our nation.

There is a postscript to this story that is worth thinking about: My fifteen years of working with volunteers has confirmed what my intuition told me—volunteering for community service could well be the quickest, most rewarding, and least expensive way of gaining self-esteem.
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PART ONE




UNDER-




STANDING




COMMUNITY




SERVICE




When you volunteer, it helps a lot to understand the economic and social problems that impact the communities where you donate your time. It is also important to become aware of the political decisions and/or the policies that are causing the problems you’re trying to deal with through your volunteer work. Often, by necessity, volunteers must become advocates for changing those political decisions or policies.

Volunteers can become advocates as individuals or through public interest groups that lobby for systemic change. If a volunteer does not become an advocate, the problems will keep recurring over and over again. The volunteer will either burn out or succumb to “compassion fatigue.” *
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Volunteering, Public
Policy, and Politics

Let’s review the economic and social problems facing our people, our communities, and our nation. We are in the midst of a Great Recession that has been thirty years in the making. It is essential that we comprehend the policies and politics of how we got into this colossal mess. Otherwise, as George Santayana observed, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

The Census Bureau report of September 2010 on increased poverty in the United States should be a wake-up call. Four million additional Americans found themselves struggling with poverty in 2009, with children comprising the biggest percentage of this population. This brought the total number of people in poverty to 44 million—one in seven Americans—the highest level recorded since 1994.

In addition, the states, individually and collectively, are experiencing their biggest budget deficits since World War II because of the loss of federal aid. The reason for the decline in federal aid is that after four consecutive years of federal surpluses under the Clinton administration, the Bush administration managed to give us eight years of the largest federal budget deficits in our history.

The biggest culprits behind the rising deficit and the soaring national debts were the two Bush tax cuts. The sad truth is that what Washington giveth in tax cuts, the states taketh back in regressive tax increases and service cuts. But there’s one critical difference: The state tax increases caused by federal tax cuts were mainly shouldered by the middle class and the poor. The state cuts in education, health care, nutrition, and job training especially hurt 44 million poor Americans and another 55 million who are near-poor. Local cuts in environmental protection, public safety, libraries, the arts, and mass transit hurt everyone. These are not abstract statistics, but the fate of millions of human beings living in real communities. And this happened at a time when over 46 million Americans did not have health insurance. It’s not a pretty picture, and the painful consequences will be felt for decades, even though the Bush administration is gone. The future of our children and grandchildren was mortgaged without a serious national debate.

The Bush tax cuts may have been popular, but like snake oil, they sold but they didn’t cure. Lost in all the superficial coverage of the tax cuts is the reality that someone making $1 million annually got a break of $92,000, while an average working family got $256.

Just like in the The Wizard of Oz, when we finally got to see who was operating the smoke-puffing machine, we found a consummate pitchman. In Bush’s case, the man behind the screen was a flag-waving, antiterrorist fearmonger who labeled his opponents antipatriotic. Early in his administration, following the tragedy of 9/11, Bush and his party cooked up the ultimate recipe for keeping political power. A nation in a constant state of anxiety—over the threat of terrorism, or a potential war—is a nation off balance. The Bush administration exploited that insecurity and used it as a cover to divert public attention from the country’s serious domestic economic and social problems and the administration’s political agenda.

The “Bush doctrine” opened the door to a series of preemptive wars against “evil” regimes, ostensibly to protect the United States and bring security, stability, safety, and democracy to the citizens of Baghdad and Kabul. Meanwhile, the administration showed little or no concern for the security, stability, and safety of the citizens of New York, Los Angeles, Detroit, Cleveland, or thousands of other cities and small towns across America, who were facing enormous economic and social difficulties.

Bush did a clever job of manipulating the mass media, but in reality his smooth imagery and charming personality were steadily and subtly undermining America’s values. While he composed hymns to individualism, Sunday piety, trickle-down economics, and family values, he tried to gut most of the programs that provide for social, economic, and environmental justice. America’s families needed less pious rhetoric and more policies geared toward a healthy economy, secure jobs, decent health care, affordable housing, quality public education, renewable energy, and a sustainable environment. Bush seemed unable—or unwilling—to grasp that the government has an important leadership role in this. In fact, the only policy that Bush seemed energized by was one of tax giveaways for the rich and for corporate America.

Bush did not seem to understand that, while it is not a sin to be born into privilege, it is a sin to spend your life defending it. John F. Kennedy and Franklin D. Roosevelt understood that. They knew the narrowness that privilege can breed. Bush’s policies amounted to a war against the poor and the middle class. The tax and budget cuts were not made, as he claimed, to jump-start the economy or balance the budget. They were simply massive cash transfers. Social programs were slashed to pay for tax giveaways for the wealthy and new defense contracts for arms makers, pharmas, insurance companies, and war contractors (think Halliburton and Blackwater) who just happened to be big campaign contributors.

Bush’s economic policies hammered the middle and working classes. An economic research study done for the Rockefeller Foundation measured the percentage of Americans who experienced a decrease in their income of 25 percent or more in a given year, without having the resources to make up for the loss. During the Bush years, the percentage of insecure Americans, relative to the given level of unemployment, rose steadily. In 2008 alone, more than 20 percent of Americans experienced a 25 percent or greater loss of household income over the prior year—the biggest income decline for the most Americans in twenty-five years.

In the eight Bush years overall, our nation experienced the weakest post-recession job creation cycle since the Great Depression, along with record deficits and household debt, a record bankruptcy rate, and a substantial increase in poverty. If that’s not enough, we shifted from being a nation with substantial federal surpluses to one with major deficits. The United States is now the world’s biggest borrower; we export far less than we import; we produce far less than we consume; and foreign investors own more of American assets than Americans own of foreign assets. That’s the Bush economic record.

As bad as the Bush years were, many of the economic and social problems we have been experiencing began before Bush, and can be directly traced back to the 1980s and the Reagan era. It was Reagan’s administration that foisted “supply-side economics”— also known as “trickle-down” or Reaganomics—on the nation. To justify their plan to kill the safety net of federal support programs established under President Lyndon Johnson, Reagan’s economists claimed that Reaganomics would eradicate poverty. Yet the best research indicates the opposite. Growth in the private economy has had a declining role in reducing poverty, and virtually all of the reduction in poverty since the mid-1960s has been brought about by the expansion of federal social insurance and income transfer programs of the kind attacked by the Reagan and Bush administrations. In point of fact, eighteen months after Reagan took office and trickle-down economics became a reality, 5 million Americans were driven into poverty (a 17 percent increase)—85 percent of whom were women and children.

In addition to the massive cuts, the Reagan administration’s strategy was to privatize or turn over to the states specific social, education, housing, and health-care programs, historically the responsibility of the federal government.

In the 1960s, thanks to President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programs, there was hope. Upward Bound provided basic academic prep support for low-income high school students who wanted to go to college. The Neighborhood Youth Corps provided summer jobs for “at-risk,” low-income teenagers, and the Job Corps provided basic technical skills training and education for disadvantaged sixteen- to twenty-four-year-olds. Youngsters who had never before had a chance believed that their dreams could become reality. By the early ’80s, however, slashed budgets dashed hope, replacing it with despair, as the youth turned to drugs, crime, and violence.

In a deliberate effort to destroy the credibility of these programs, conservative politicians began manipulating symbols in order to stigmatize them. During the Nixon era, they cleverly and cynically began to refer to them as “minority” and “welfare” programs, rather than as “opportunity” programs, which they were. That switched the message from positive to negative. This kind of deceit and distortion was not an accident; it was designed to exploit fear and racial divisiveness.

These appeals to bigotry worked. They allowed Republicans to defeat moderate Democrats across the South and pick up a substantial number of seats in Congress. This “Southern strategy” of Nixon—part of a deal he cut with arch-segregationist Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina in order to secure the Republican presidential nomination—ultimately provided the political cover, and congressional votes, for Reagan and Bush II to enact their reactionary economic and social agendas.

The Nixon administration also tried, illegally (like so much else they were doing), to kill the War on Poverty. Fortunately, a federal judge prevented them from abolishing the antipoverty efforts. Nixon resigned in disgrace shortly thereafter, faced with an impeachment trial over Watergate.

Once the United States reached the Reagan era of the ’80s, we had entered a period that at the highest levels of government officially condoned and even encouraged negative attitudes, code words, and symbols directed against the poor in particular and toward basic human and social service programs in general. Conservative politicians were adept at moralizing endlessly over the problems: the unemployed and underemployed, the homeless and hungry, alcoholism, drug abuse, mental illness, infant mortality, child and spousal abuse, and disrupted families. But they had neither the heart nor the will for the rigorous thought and work of finding cures, or even just relieving some of the suffering and symptoms.

Let me give an example. During the course of the 1980 presidential campaign, then-candidate Reagan would entertain crowds with the line, “Do you know how much it costs to keep a kid in the Job Corps—(pause)—and how much it costs to send a kid to Harvard? Well, I’ll tell you: $13,000 for the Job Corps and only $12,500 for Harvard.” This usually elicited gales of smug laughter. But it was a false comparison. The alternative to the Job Corps was not Harvard; it was despair. There were substantial costs to eliminating the Job Corps. At the time Reagan compared the Job Corps to Harvard, it cost $20,000 a year to keep a youth in prison, and $26,000 to keep a youth in an alcohol and drug abuse program or a halfway house. At $13,500, the Job Corps was a far less expensive investment for taxpayers, and the youth were learning self-respect and job skills so they could become productive, tax-paying members of society.
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The real issues, then and now are: What are the values of society, and where do we want to spend our money? Drastic cuts in basic social and human service programs exact social and human costs, and they also appear as direct financial costs to taxpayers at future times, in different ledgers.

Reagan’s cuts to human and social services did not promote better family life; they destabilized it. The reduction in services did not reduce alcoholism, but increased it. The cuts did not increase respect for the law; they weakened it.

Politics in the eighties under Reagan reached a level of abstractness removed from the circumstances of ordinary Americans. When a typical family runs into tough financial times, two things happen: The one thing that they do is to ensure that those members of the family (or society) who are least able to fend for themselves are given the protection and bare minimum necessary for survival. The one thing that they do not do is allow those who have more than enough and are enjoying luxuries to continue to hoard. There are certain natural principles of behavior, of caring and decency, that have prior claim over untested game plans of economic theorists or politicians on the make. And it wasn’t only politicians on the make. It was a time when Wall Street hucksters could appear on campuses and tell budding MBAs that greed is good.

As the Reagan era came to a close, pundits of type text and tube gushed over Reagan’s ability, as the Great Communicator, to manipulate the American public, and the pundits themselves. At that time, I came across a poem by a seventeen-year-old in the Job Corps. The youngster, from Appalachia, got it right. Perhaps a bit awkwardly, but with keen insight, he wrote:

Ronald Reagan took an ax,

to make inflation bygone.

He gave the budget forty whacks,

and sent the guns to Tehran.

While militarism and space go on apace,

each funded in entirety,

matters of poverty and race

are of the chopped variety.

For each man kills the things

he knows not of.

Farewell, oh Great Society.

The economic policies of Reagan and Bush I during the ’80s were failures—a fool’s paradise built on the sands of borrowed time and borrowed money. The consequences were staggering debt, industrial decline, shrinking wages, two painful recessions, increased poverty, and structural unemployment. Their reckless spending and borrowing—combined with deindustrialization, deregulation, and privatization—brought us to the brink of economic deprivation and social depression.

In 1992, the nation elected Bill Clinton. The Clinton administration presided over the longest peacetime economic expansion in our history. The national debt was reduced dramatically, the industrial sector boomed, wages increased, and more Americans found jobs. Clinton helped the middle class and working poor by increasing the benefit levels and eligibility for the Earned Income Tax Credit. He restored tax progressivity and fairness, with higher rates on the wealthiest taxpayers. And he fought to increase the minimum wage, to get family-leave legislation, and to protect the environment. Clinton served two terms, but he was on the defensive for six of those years, because Republicans gained control of Congress. After the eight prosperous Clinton years, the nation elected George W. Bush and returned to the trickle-down economic and social policies of Reagan.

Thomas Jefferson warned us that we could be free or ignorant, but not both. We have not taken that warning to heart. We did not have a serious national debate about the Bush administration’s economic and social policies. And, thanks to the Tea Party and the mass media, we are not having a serious debate over Obama’s policies now.

Obama’s critics—in the media, the Republican Party, and to some extent, the American public—are behaving like we live in the unreal world of television commercials, where a problem gets resolved in thirty seconds. You buy a new car and mysteriously, the guy or gal of your dreams suddenly appears. You switch stock-brokerage firms, and you suddenly make a bundle of money. You take a pill, and all your sexual problems are resolved. All of this happens with the snap of a finger. In the real world, especially politics, nothing works that way.

As a frame of reference, we should remind ourselves that the American public had the patience and wisdom to give Franklin Delano Roosevelt four terms in office, and thirteen years to get out of the Depression that Herbert Hoover and the Republicans had created for the country in the late 1920s and early ’30s. I am not suggesting that it will take us that long, or that we should let Obama off the hook. What I am suggesting is that we exercise some reason, patience, and wisdom. The economic and social problems that we confront as a nation are like cancer of the body politic. There are no quick or painless fixes. I am reminded of an admonition from the Old Testament prophet Isaiah: “Judge us not by the heights we have achieved but by the depths from which we have come.” Considering the absolutely dire circumstances of the economy and the total opposition of the Republicans, Obama has done an exceptional job.

The GOP congressional leadership wants to return to the same failed policies of Reagan and Bush. What Obama understands— and what the Republican congressional leadership does not—is that although the economic difficulties facing our nation are complex, they cannot be used as an excuse for reneging on our national social and moral commitments. National issues—such as health care, consumer affairs, the banking system, the environment, Medicare, home foreclosures, civil rights, and Social Security—require national policy, oversight, and programs. They should not be ignored, or turned over to the states or the private sector. The issue is not public versus private or federal versus state; rather, it is the diminution or avoidance of any national standards of responsibility and accountability. To deflect, suspend, or fragment responsibility and accountability suggests that we are either renouncing or failing to assert our moral purpose as a nation. Worse, the Republican leadership, then and now, seems to be denying that this moral purpose exists.

[image: image]

The Reagan and Bush administrations’ attempts to turn over to the states more program responsibility with less money would end up destroying existing national support systems that were effective and had a proven capacity to deliver services using local implementation capabilities. These systems were replaced with an inequitable structure run by the states, which historically have a poor track record. State-run systems are typically restrictively financed, more bureaucratic, and less accountable, and they are subject to intense local, political, and financial pressures.

The last point is extremely important: Effective and efficient use of limited federal funds was being sacrificed to conflicting political interests in each state. Instead of the more efficient government that Reagan and Bush promised, we have instead fifty bureaucratic and anachronistic messes: government by special interest lobbyists. And the Republican Party is trying to do the same thing with Obama’s health-care reform.

The ideological implications behind thirty years of Reagan’s and Bush’s economic policies and those of GOP leadership today are disturbing. They depart from the genuine conservative leadership that has played such an important role in American history. Historically, conservatives have not promised lower taxes and economic privatism. Traditionally, conservative leaders have focused primarily on the underlying problems of the human community—issues of leadership, equality of opportunity, continuity and order, the obligations of the strong to the weak, and the safeguards needed to keep the privileged from abusing their power.

I am well aware that it is quite unfashionable in these days of Tea Party revolts and antigovernment slogans to speak of more qualitative initiatives from government. Yet, if government is to do its job, we must do ours. A good part of that job is confronting the reality that our nation is facing a brutal political struggle for control over the levers of power.

Not only does Obama face the political challenge of repairing our struggling economy and strengthening our social structure, but he must also overcome the hostile attacks and raw power of an unholy alliance—the Republican Party, the Tea Party, the editorial page of the Wall Street Journal, Fox News, the brothers Koch, Rush Lim-baugh, Bill O’Reilly, and Glenn Beck. This juggernaut has unlimited amounts of private corporate cash to oppose Obama’s, and the Democrats’, policies, thanks to the Roberts-led reactionary 5–4 Supreme Court decision in the Citizens United case. And they are determined to bust Obama. The stakes are very high in this struggle, as it gets to the core issue of the very role of government in a democracy. The right-wing Axis of Greed cannot be allowed to destroy the safety net that protects the economic security of 95 percent of Americans. This safety net prevents our nation from being turned into a “banana republic,” where a plutocracy pulls all the strings. And the rising plutocracy has been adept at pulling the strings.

Wealthy conservatives reacted with a vengeance to the activism of the 1960s and ’70s, and to resulting federal legislation providing for economic, environmental, and social justice. Here’s a thumbnail sketch of how the Orwellian process works. The rich conservatives plow money into scores of Washington think tanks like the Heritage Foundation and the American Enterprise Institute. The think tanks employ academic and scholarly guns-for-hire who produce ideologically driven position papers with an intellectual aura, usually attacking social programs, public interest and accountability, government, taxes, and the “liberal” media—conforming to the prescribed positions of their wealthy benefactors. These papers then work their way into the mass media as objective analysis and get headlined by Fox News.

Next in the process are the public relations hacks for the Republican Party, who boil down these position papers into simple talking points for GOP leaders and spokespersons, who then mouth this pablum for the evening news and the 24/7 cable networks. And that’s how processed propaganda becomes acceptable and eventually turns into widely cited clichés and slogans. It’s misinformation run amok.

The practice continues right up to the present. An example is the Americans for Prosperity Foundation, bankrolled by billionaires Charles and David Koch of Koch Industries. Americans for Prosperity provides organizational and training support for the Tea Party. All those noisy and hostile attacks on Democrats in 2009 at local town hall meetings, over their support for healthcare legislation, were not as spontaneous and grassroots-y as they appeared on the TV news. Those attacks were systematically organized and choreographed performances.

This is a short version of how conservative ideas and money-laundering scams work. For a more comprehensive version, I highly recommend reading Jane Mayer’s exceptional and enlightening article, “Covert Operations,” in the August 30, 2010, issue of The New Yorker.

By no coincidence, the Tea Party is most vocal in opposing, and supporting, the very same issues as do the Kochs—like abolishing the departments of Education, Commerce, and Energy, as well as phasing out Medicare, Medicaid, and the income tax and replacing it with a 23 percent sales tax, which is about the most regressive tax there is.

There is almost a Zen perfection to the wrongheadedness of Tea Party activists. They do not seem to understand that the central issue is not “small government” versus “big government,” but rather “good government” versus “bad government.” No Republican president in their lifetime has ever provided less government. Nor do the activists seem to understand that they are being conned by the Kochs, in that they are voting against their own economic and social self-interests by supporting an oppositional agenda that favors billionaires.

Volunteers face a critical choice: You can work with public interest, nonprofit advocacy organizations that represent your concerns as well as the public good. Or you can do nothing and allow well-heeled organizations and institutions that are fronting for powerful vested, special, and moneyed interests pull the strings and run the show.

The naked truth is that the Republican Party is pandering to, colluding with, and exploiting the most regressive and antisocial tendencies in our national character. It is undermining trust in the ability of the one force—government—that has the potential to balance, secure, and protect the freedoms and liberties of all our people and to balance public and private interests. A vital and healthy federal government is indispensable to the well-being and sovereignty of a self-governing people. That is, after all, what democracy is all about. Without this protection, whole segments of our society—especially those who can least afford it—will give up hope and become more frustrated and alienated, and this can only serve to further polarize our discourse and undermine the very social fabric of our communities.

Abraham Lincoln was a Republican who advocated the opposite of the contemporary notion of private interest for selfish personal gain being peddled by today’s Republican Party. Lincoln reminded us that our primary task as a nation should be to continually teach and re-teach American political and social history. He was deeply concerned lest we forget the pain and struggle that are so much a part of our unique historical experience. For Lincoln, there was no higher calling than that of striving to preserve a public liberty that would promote the common good.

Our political and civic history provides us with a commonsense vision of the American promise—one that the founding fathers and Lincoln understood—that calls for justice, freedom, equality, and opportunity. We may forget or deny our historical legacy, but we cannot change it. The uniqueness of our nation is that the “noble experiment” was a quest to enhance the human condition, enrich democratic values, ensure the general welfare, endure against adversity, and preserve our natural resources.
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The Dilemma

As the new decade began, it became clear that a substantial majority of Americans believed our society to be in serious trouble. Most Americans today think their future will be worse, not better, than their past. Most Americans think their children’s prospects are worse, not better, than their own.

1 Author’s note: This chapter updates, edits, and revises a section of the Final Report by the National Advisory Council on Economic Opportunity, Washington, D.C.

Though this new pessimism has many sources, the most prominent cause is certainly anxiety about the economy. Public opinion surveys indicate that economic issues are dominating public consciousness. There is concern about the recession and unemployment, particularly among youth, minorities, and blue-collar workers. There is concern about energy. But above all, there is genuine fear over unchecked deficits, debt, and deflation. They undermine security about the future, create doubt and suspicion of our fellow citizens, and undercut the commitments that make democracy possible.

In these conditions the economic sector becomes a microcosm of the whole society. Doubts and anxieties about our institutions have been fed by global-warming, environmental degradation, and the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, and are deepened by our apparent inability to deal with severe economic difficulties. The “moral malaise” to which President Carter pointed back in 1980 is perhaps more evident in our economic institutions than anywhere else in our public life.

Moreover, in our present state of economic uncertainty, there has been a tendency for public action to degenerate into the narrowest pursuit of private interest. The more affluent seek to ease the strain by redistributing income from the middle class to themselves through their ability to dominate the political system and curry favor with huge campaign contributions on the federal and state levels. Economic stringency and rising rates of unemployment for those below the median income are defended as “acceptable costs” that will, among other things, “improve labor discipline.” There are those who would use our present economic troubles to institutionalize a kind of socioeconomic triage.

Meanwhile, 44 million Americans are poor and another 55 million are near-poor, so almost one-third of our citizens are materially deprived. Those least able to defend themselves economically suffer the most from the maldistribution of wealth. The cost is high not only in material deprivation but also in political withdrawal, for poverty is not a condition for effective citizenship.

Historian Sam Bass Warner Jr. wrote that we are on “the eve of the collapse of the national private economy.” In the winter of 2008–09 we came close to that collapse. Indeed, much of the private economy survives only because of direct or indirect subsidization (contracts, tariffs, investment, protectionist trade agreements, and tax benefits) by the federal government, that most ironic form of “welfare.” It was the federal government that rescued major banks, AIG, and GM, among others.

The economy is a central sector of our social fabric, closely bound up with all of our other institutions. It is not working very well, and it is working less well for some than for others. Thus, we must also ask what kinds of social and political problems the economy gives rise to, and how they can be dealt with.

In addition, we must pose the question: How can America, in the economic arena, enhance democratic citizenship? The best way to begin seeking answers to these crucial problems is to look at our present in the context of our past—to seriously consider the history of our nation, and to seek out what the American democratic tradition has to say about economic institutions and how that tradition can be adapted to our present needs.

The Economy in a Democracy

In Democracy in America, perhaps the wisest book ever written about America, Alexis de Tocqueville argued 180 years ago that although the physical circumstances of our country contribute to our public happiness, the laws contribute more than the physical circumstances, and the social mores more than the laws. We were fortunate indeed to inherit from the founders of our republic a constitutional and legal order that has proven sound and flexible. But the origin, interpretation, and perpetuation of that order are dependent on the mores embedded in society.

A society with different mores would have long since eroded and subverted our constitutional and legal order. De Tocqueville defines “mores” as “habits of the heart,” “the sum of moral and intellectual dispositions of men in society.” The mores include the opinions and practices that create the moral fabric of a society. They are rooted in our religious tradition, our long experience of political participation, and our economic life. If we are to better understand the appropriate role of economic institutions in the American tradition, then we must consider relationships of economic, political, and religious ideas and practices, as well as the tensions that have developed among them.

Since colonial times, Americans have had a genuine desire to create a decent society for all. That concern was expressed in the idea of a covenant, so important to our Puritan ancestors, and reaffirmed in the Declaration of Independence, with its pledge of “our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor” for the common good. But we have also shown a vigorous individualism. The individual, with his needs, desires, and interests, particularly economic interests, was seen as almost the only good, and whatever social arrangements were necessary were to be worked out by contracts that maximized the interests of individuals. Our covenant heritage provided the context within which a contract could work, for only with the fundamental trust that the covenant fosters will contracts be honored. The American Constitution was hammered out in major part as an instrument that could balance the various conflicting interests threatening the stability of the nation, and use the energy of those interests to offset and check one another.
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