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COMMENTARY | LEWIS W. DIUGUID

Tilt to right eroded underpinnings

T h e con t in u in g fall
of th e U.S. econ o-
m y clearly sh ows

h ow th is coun try h as lost
its fin an cial, polit ical,
social an d eth ical balan ce.

It  d idn ’t  h appen
overn igh t. Th e foot in g
started to slip  un der
Ron ald Reagan ’s presiden -
cy. Durin g th e Reagan
adm in istrat ion  taxes, gov-
ern m en t services an d gov-
ern m en t workers were
depicted as bad for “free
en terprise.”

In  th at period lawm akers
also started to d ism an t le
Depression -era regu lat ion s
m ean t to preven t th e
fin an cial collapse we’re
witn essin g n ow.

Greed ru led, an d un bri-
d led cap italism  was
revered. Progressive-era
policies an d th in kin g were
derisively labeled “liberal.”
Th ose in  con trol tore out
th e pylon s of dem ocracy
an d good govern m en t an d
m arch ed th e econ om y an d
th e n at ion  to th e righ t.

Poor an d h om eless peo-
p le were seen  as pariah s as
th e righ t an d far righ t
gain ed stren gth  an d power.
Reagan  started th e sn eer.

It  p icked up un der th e
presiden cies of George
H.W. Bush  an d Bill
Clin ton . Presiden t George
W. Bush  set Social
Darwin ism  in  ston e, con -
dem n in g th e h ave-n ots,
weaken in g th e m iddle class

an d en largin g h is base –
th e h ave-m ores.

Never before h as th e
n at ion  h ad so m an y m il-
lion aires an d billion aires
an d so m an y people wh o
are poor an d sufferin g.

Th e t ilt  to th e righ t is
obvious in  th e m ilitary
bu ildup. It  rocketed to n ew
levels un der Reagan  wh o
prom oted it .

Presiden t Bush  h as m ade
th e m ilitary in dustrial
com plex a perm an en t fix-
tu re even  th ough  Presiden t
Dwigh t Eisen h ower warn ed
of its dan ger years ago. Th e
righ t an d th e far righ t h ave
th e m edia’s ear, prom otin g
con servat ive dogm a as
m ain stream , t ilt in g
Am erica off balan ce an d
m ore to th e far righ t.

It ’s n ot an  acciden t th at
people were con vin ced to
follow Bush ’s 2003 d irec-
t ive of war with  Iraq.
Quest ion in g wh eth er Iraq
h ad weapon s of m ass
destruct ion  was un patriot ic
an d out of step with  th e
con servat ive slan t.

Min orit ies an d wom en ,
wh o h ad m ade great gain s
sin ce th e civil righ ts m ove-
m en t h ave lost  groun d
fin an cially, in  educat ion ,
jobs an d just ice. Ch ildren
of m iddle-class m in orit ies
today are less likely to
attain  th e sam e econ om ic
status as th eir paren ts com -
pared with  wh ite kids wh o
st ill can  do better.

Th e righ t an d far righ t
h ave push ed th eir own
sen se of th e en ds just ifies
th e m ean s. Eth ics an d
wh at ’s m oral just  don ’t
m atter. Toxic toys an d
deadly baby food were OK
un t il too m an y people
started to d ie. Subprim e
loan s were OK un t il th ey
started to pu ll down  th e
global econ om y.

Ban kruptcy doors were
closed to th e lit t le people
by laws th at th e big-m on ey
guys on  th e righ t an d far
righ t push ed th rough . No
on e seem ed to care as lon g
as on ly th e lit t le people
cried, an d th eir silen t su f-
ferin g wen t un recorded.

But th e t ilt  to th e righ t
wen t too far, crum blin g th e
foun dat ion  of th e coun try’s
social, polit ical, m ilitary,
eth ical an d fin an cial in fra-
structure. Th e arch itects of
th e fiasco n ow scream  for
h elp .

People m ay feel righ t-
eous about n ot bailin g
th em  out. But let t in g th e
m akers of th is t rouble sin k
isn ’t  an  opt ion  wh en  we
are all in  th e sam e boat.
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member of  The Kansas City
Star’s Edit orial Board.
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T h ey said it  cou ldn ’t
be don e with  a
town  h all form at.

But th e two presiden tial
can didates st ill m an aged to
get in  th eir d igs in  th eir
debate Tuesday. Mostly,
th ey got in  th eir talkin g
poin ts.

Barack Obam a is a liberal
big-spen din g tax lover, said
Joh n  McCain . McCain  is a
deregulat in g Bush  clon e
wh o wan ts to lower taxes
on ly for th e wealth y, said
Obam a.

Great. Glad th ey got th at
out of th eir system s. At
least un t il th eir n ext cam -
paign  stops.

Yet, with in  th eir rh etoric
th ere were en ough  item s
th at carefu l listen ers could
m easure again st th eir own
views.

On  taxes: Despite wh at
McCain  claim ed, credible
tax experts h ave said
Obam a’s p lan  will cut taxes
for m ost Am erican s.

On  h ealth  care: Th ere is a

big d ifferen ce between  a
m an date for h ealth  care for
ch ildren , wh at Obam a pro-
poses, an d McCain ’s p lan , a
tax credit  for workers to
buy th eir own  p lan s, taxin g
em ployer-provided ben efits
at th e sam e t im e.

McCain , an swerin g a
question  from  m oderator
Tom  Brokaw, said h ealth
care is a “respon sibility.”
But for wh om ? Obam a said
h ealth  care sh ould be a
“righ t.” If h ealth  care is
your issue, vote accordin gly.

Judgm en t in  t im e of war?
McCain  was for th e surge

in  Iraq, wh ich  m an y
experts agree h as reduced
violen ce th ere.

Obam a was again st th e
in vasion  in  th e first p lace,
an  in vasion  th at occurred
in  th e absen ce of th e
weapon s of m ass destruc-
t ion  th at th e adm in istra-
t ion  said existed an d in  th e
absen ce of substan tive lin ks
between  Iraq an d al-Qaida.

Both  d isp layed th e prop-

er em path y for Am erican s
slam m ed by th e curren t
fin an cial crisis. But, yes,
th ere were differen ces.
Un fortun ately, th e cam -
paign  h as lately been  su l-
lied by sam en ess.

McCain ’s cam paign  h as
gon e even  m ore n egative,
with  run n in g m ate Sarah
Palin  allegin g th at Obam a
“pals aroun d with  terror-
ists.” Obam a was 8 wh en
th e apparen tly reh abilitated
William  Ayers was act ive in
th e Weath er Un dergroun d.

Obam a’s cam paign  h as
respon ded with  rem in ders
of McCain ’s role in  th e
Keatin g Five scan dal,
th ough  th e Arizon a sen ator
h as don e pen an ce by creat-
in g cam paign  fin an ce law.

But d igs an d talkin g
poin ts aren ’t  th e stu ff good
debates are m ade of. An d
n eedless n egativity down
th e stretch  isn ’t  wh at m arks
usefu l cam paign s.

Lipstick on  a pig part II

Debate? What debate?

G iven  Am erica’s two
wars an d th e con -
t in ued econ om ic

m eltdown  – as eviden ced by
an oth er stock-m arket  n ose-
d ive Mon day – you  wou ld
th in k Joh n  McCain  an d
Sarah  Palin  h ave en ough
serious top ics to d iscuss with
voters.

In stead, th ey’re offerin g
“Lipst ick On  a Pig: Th e
Sequel.” An d it ’s as bad as
th e origin al.

McCain  is slum pin g in
polls, largely because of h is
un even  respon se to th e
fin an cial crisis. Bu t  run n in g
m ate Palin  h as h it  on  a way
to ch an ge th e subject : by
sm earin g Barack Obam a for
h is loose associat ion  with
Bill Ayers, a foun der of th e
1960s rad ical group Weath er
Un dergroun d.

Obam a is “pallin g aroun d
with  terrorists wh o wou ld

target  th eir own  coun try,”
Palin  said . Sh e d idn ’t  m en -
t ion  th at  Obam a was 8 years
old  wh en  th e group carried
out  bom bin gs, n or th at
Obam a h as den oun ced
Ayers’ act ivit ies. It ’s en ough ,
in  h er m isgu ided view, th at
Ayers h osted a sm all polit ical
gath erin g for Obam a in
1995, an d th at  th ey serve on
a ch arity board togeth er.

Th is m isd irect ion  is rem i-
n iscen t  of th e feign ed ou t-
rage th at  poured ou t  of th e
McCain  cam paign  over
Obam a’s “lipst ick on  a p ig”
rem ark a few weeks ago.
In stead of givin g voters sub-
stan ce, th ey’re provid in g
silly d iversion s. An d Palin
to ld  an  aud ien ce in  Florida
yesterday th at  th ere’s lots
m ore n egat ive cam paign in g
ah ead. “Han g on  to your
h ats, because from  n ow un t il
Elect ion  Day, it  m ay get  kin d
of rough ,” sh e said .

Glad for
Kuhl lag;
not sure

about Massa

W h o’s goin g to win
in  th e 29th
Con gression al

District?
Th e latest poll sh ows

Dem ocrat Eric Massa leadin g
Republican  in cum ben t Ran dy
Kuh l 51-44 percen t.

Sin ce Th e
In sider h as
been  an ti-
Kuh l for th e
past four
years, th at
sh ould m ake
m e h appy,
righ t? It ’s a
sign  th at

voters in  th e district  are sick
an d t ired of Kuh l an d h is
alm ost con stan t trom pin g
down  th e Bush -McCain  trail.

Yet I’ve sudden ly developed
m isgivin gs wh en  it  com es to
h is oppon en t.

Th e wh ole situat ion  goes
back to th e origin al House
vote on  th e rescue of th e
econ om y.

Kuh l, you will recall, tem -
porarily aban don ed th e presi-
den t’s lin e an d voted again st
th e package. Massa also said
h e was opposed.

Kuh l, for on ce, foun d h im -
self on  th e side of th e eco-
n om ic an gels, sin ce n o pack-
age could m ean  th e collapse
of th e wh ole econ om y. I
poin ted out, h owever, th at
h is vote m erely reflected
widespread suspicion  of th e
wh ole p lan  am on g h is con -
st ituen ts an d was but an oth er
ploy to boost h is ch an ces for
re-elect ion .

Sin ce Massa h ad n o vote, I
m ade n o com m en t at th e
t im e, but I was worried.

Th en  th e Sen ate approved a
revised version  an d th e
House, a week ago today, fol-
lowed th rough  with  its
approval.

But Ran dy h ad ch an ged
posit ion s on ce again . Th is
t im e h e did as th e Bush ies
dem an ded, an d voted “yes.”
By so doin g, h e becam e th e
on ly m em ber of th e New
York state delegation  to
switch  posit ion s from  on e
vote to th e oth er.

But Massa rem ain ed
opposed an d issued a press
release to let th e world kn ow
of h is stan ce.

But Eric, I th ough t, th e
House approved th e p lan  th is
t im e because a sizable n um -
ber of m em bers fin ally real-
ized th e awfu l con sequen ces
of lett in g th e econ om y 
collapse.

I’d respected Massa up un til
th at poin t, but h is posit ion
on  such  a awesom e issue
m akes m e very con cern ed.

Concerned enough  that I just
m igh t sit out the congressional
vote th is year. That m eans I’d
vote for neither m an .

Massa’s polit ical sin s in  n o
way m atch  Kuh l’s self-just ify-
in g record, but on  th is vital
issue, Eric h as m ade m e very,
very afraid.

Th e last th in g we n eed is
an oth er Ran dy Kuh l, n o m at-
ter wh at th e just ificat ion
m igh t be.
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Our n ation al debt
wen t off th e ch arts
th is week, literally.

Th e debt h as grown  at such
a rapid rate th at it  exceeded
th e capacity of th e Nation al
Debt Clock th at h as kept
track of th e deficit  sin ce
1989. It  h appen ed wh en  th e
n ation ’s debt reach ed th e $10
trillion  m ark, th an ks to
Con gress’ $700 billion  eco-
n om ic rescue package.

But n ot to worry. Th e
clock, wh ich  h an gs outside a
Sixth  Aven ue build in g in
New York City, was m odified
with  a 1 added n ext to th e
dollar sign .

Of course we can  all worry
about th is en orm ous debt th e
n ation  h as accum ulated in
th e eigh t years Presiden t
Bush  h as been  in  office. 

It  seem s un fath om able th at
less th an  a decade ago th is
coun try actually h ad a budg-
et surp lus. But th en  a wh ole
series of even ts – som e th at
Bush  could con trol an d oth -
ers h e couldn ’t  – sucked th e
federal govern m en t’s fin an ces
in to a black h ole.

First th ere was th e down -
turn  in  th e tech  in dustry
wh ich  was followed by 9/11.
Th e fin an cial im pact caused
by th e terrorist attacks was
staggerin g an d th e m ilitary
respon se to it  sim ply com -
poun ded it . 

No on e can  argue goin g
in to Afgh an istan  to fin d Bin
Laden  an d h is al-Qaida fol-
lowers was th e righ t th in g to
do. Escalat in g th e war on  ter-
ror in to Iraq, h owever, h as
sin ce proven  to be a very
un wise an d an  extrem ely
expen sive decision  by th e
adm in istrat ion . Th e prem ise
for war was flawed, if n ot
m an ufactured, an d th e strate-
gies used to both  in vade,
secure an d exit  Iraq were
eith er in adequate or d idn ’t
exist.

Now in  its sixth  year, th e
Iraq war h as killed m ore th an
4,100 Am erican  sold iers –
3,385 in  com bat as of

Th ursday aftern oon . Sin ce
th e in vasion  in  March , 2003,
m ore th an  1.2 m illion  Iraqis
h ave been  killed.

In  dollars an d cen ts, th e
Iraq war is cost in g us aroun d
$720 m illion  a day, accordin g
to an  average of several est i-
m ates.

Wh ile all th at goes on , th e
Am erican  econ om y is tan k-
in g. Borrowin g n ecessary to
fun d th e war h as greatly
devalued th e dollar, h om e-
own ers wh o fell for exotic
m ortgages are losin g th eir
h om es, fin an cial in st itu t ion s
an d ban ks th at overexten ded
th em selves are goin g broke
an d th e en tire len din g cycle
h as com e to a screech in g
h alt .

To preven t th e en tire eco-
n om ic system  from  collaps-
in g, th e federal govern m en t
h as adopted a m assive rescue
plan  – th at m ay or m ay n ot
work – th at will u lt im ately
leave taxpayers to foot som e
or all of th e bill.

Besides fixin g th e clock
th at records all of th is debt,
Am erican s n eed to m ake sure
th ey put people in  office wh o
are com m itted to gett in g a
h an dle on  it . Cutt in g spen d-
in g an d an n ually balan cin g
th e federal budget are good
starts, but brin gin g in  m ore
reven ue m ust also be part of
th e equation . Th at could
m ean  m ore taxes for th e rich
or bit in g in to th e subsid ies
for th ose fat cat oil com pa-
n ies.

An y can didate wh o says
govern m en t sim ply n eeds to
h an d out m ore tax cuts to fix
th e situat ion  is out of touch
with  reality an d willin g to
say an yth in g to get elected.
Th ey also are willin g to fur-
th er m ortgage our ch ildren ’s
an d gran dch ildren ’s fu ture
with  an tiquated polit ical
views just to get in  office. 

Th e fact is th at for a very
lon g t im e, th e federal govern -
m en t will h ave to brin g in
m ore m on ey th an  it  h an ds
out for th e debt to go away.
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