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COMMENTARY | LEONARD PITTS JR.

Flimsy excuses get flimsier

I h ave a proposal.

Next t im e som e polit i-
cian  goes before th e cam -
eras with  h is figurat ive
pan ts down  aroun d h is
m etaph oric an kles an d
says, “I m ade a m istake,”
let ’s form  a m ob an d drag
h im  from  th e podium . You
brin g th e lan tern s, I’ll brin g
th e p itch forks.

South  Carolin a Gov. Mark
San ford is, of course, th e
latest. Havin g bough t p lan e
tickets, told h is staff h e
would be away h ikin g th e
Appalach ian  Trail, left h is
wife an d kids beh in d an d
flown  to Argen tin a to ren -
dezvous with  h is param our,
h e apologized by sayin g
h e’d m ade a m istake.

Before we go an y furth er,
let m e con cede th e obvious.
Yes, all h um an  bein gs m ake
m istakes. Th at’s h ow you
kn ow th ey’re h um an  bein gs.

But surely I’m  n ot th e
on ly on e to n otice h ow “I
m ade a m istake” h as
becom e th e go-to explan a-
t ion  for every h um an
h oun dog in  public office.
It ’s been  dragged out by or
on  beh alf of everyon e from
Jesse Jackson  to Kwam e
Kilpatrick to Joh n  Edwards
to L.A. m ayor An ton io
Villaraigosa to form er
Pen n sylvan ia Rep. Don
Sh erwood to Gary Hart to
Eliot Spitzer to Sen . Joh n
En sign  to Bill Clin ton .

It  isn ’t  th e ch eatin g I’m
com plain in g about. Nor is
it  th e lyin g (wh ich  is, after
all, an  in tegral part of th e
ch eatin g.) An d for our pur-
poses today, we can  even
ign ore th e h ypocrisy of

self-proclaim ed m oral
ch am pion s – part icu larly
fam ily values con servatives
like Gov. San ford – gett in g
busy with  wom en  wh o are
n ot th eir wives.

No, wh at in cites th is dia-
tribe is th ose four words of
putative explan ation : “I
m ade a m istake.” Th ere is to
th em  a con n otation  of h on -
est error, un witt in g m iscal-
culation , acciden tal om is-
sion  an d “Oops, m y bad.”
Th ey allow th e offen der to
appear to accept respon sibil-
ity for h is offen se wh ile at
th e sam e tim e, m in im izin g
it. He just m isjudged. It just
h appen ed. He was just care-
less, in atten tive or forgetful.
He couldn ’t h elp it.

Th e excuse h as n ever
been  flim sier th an  it  is in
th e post-Bill Clin ton  era. I
m ean , if I put m y h an d
in to a fire because I’ve
n ever seen  fire before an d I
get burn ed, th at is a m is-
take. If you see m e get
burn ed an d th en  put your
h an d in to th e sam e fire,
th at ’s n ot a m istake. Th at’s
an  id iot ic calcu lat ion  th at
som eh ow, th e ru les do n ot
apply to you.

So wh at does it  say about
th e polit ician  wh o saw
Clin ton  burn  h is public
an d polit ical lives to bits,
th en  turn s aroun d an d does
th e sam e th in g h e did? I’ll
tell you wh at it  says. It  says
h e’s a fool.

An d it also says h e’s a
m an , th ough  som e m igh t
argue th at’s a syn on ym . But
surely you’ve n oticed th at
th e list of ch eatin g h earts in
h igh  office is rath er, sh all
we say, testosteron e-exclu-
sive. It  is n ot th at wom en
are paragon s of m arital

virtue. A 2008 study by th e
Nation al Scien ce Foun -
dation  foun d th at 15 per-
cen t of wom en  over 60
adm it to h avin g h ad an
affair in  th eir lifet im es an d
th at th e rate of fem ale in fi-
delity is actually growin g
faster th an  th at of m ales.

An d yet, wh en ’s th e last
t im e you saw a wom an
govern or sayin g, “I m ade a
m istake,” wh ile h er h us-
ban d stood th ere lookin g as
if h e m igh t toss up h is
lun ch  an y secon d?
Apparen tly, your average
wom an  govern or-elect h as
th e good sen se to tell Sven
th e Swedish  pool boy th at
sh e’s about to en ter th e
public eye an d th eir lon g
lun ch es will h ave to en d.

Th e m an  govern or-elect
figures h e can  get away
with  it . With  th e arrogan ce,
recklessn ess, self-delusion
an d lack of foresigh t com -
m on  to m y gen der, h e fig-
ures h e can  h an dle it ,
som eh ow. Gran ted, h e does
th is figurin g with  th e part
of th e body th at does n ot
con tain  th e brain , but st ill,
h e does it .

An d th en , wh en  it  all
falls apart, h e stan ds th ere
an d in su lts th e in telligen ce
of every h um an  bein g
with in  earsh ot.

“I m ade a m istake?”
Beg pardon , but wh at h e

m ade was a decision .

■ Leonard Pit t s Jr., w inner of
the 2004 Pulit zer Prize for
commentary, is a columnist
for t he Miami Herald, 1
Herald Plaza, M iami, Fla.
33132. Readers may writ e to
him via e-mail at  lpit t s@
miamiherald.com. 

COMMENTARY | TRUDY RUBIN

Talks with Iran must be delayed after flawed election, crackdown

N ow th at Iran  h as officially
con firm ed its tain ted elec-
t ion  outcom e, Presiden t

Obam a m ust recon sider h ow to deal
with  th e regim e.

Th e big question  is wh eth er
Obam a sh ould jun k h is p lan s for
direct en gagem en t with  Iran ’s leaders
after th eir brutal crackdown  on  civil
protest. “Th ere’s n o doubt th at an y
direct d ialogue or d ip lom acy with
Iran  is goin g to be affected by th e
even ts of th e last several weeks,” th e
presiden t said last week.

Th at’s an  un derstatem en t.
In  fact, th e en gagem en t policy

m ust of n ecessity be put in  th e deep
freeze for th e foreseeable fu ture. Th e
even ts in  Iran  h ave left  th e adm in is-
trat ion  with  n o oth er ch oice.

Before Iran ’s “Green ” revolt,
Obam a’s efforts to en gage m ade good
sen se. En gagem en t is a euph em ism  for
direct talks with out precon dition s –
som eth in g th e Bush  Wh ite House
avoided. Direct talks would perm it
Wash in gton  an d Teh ran , at m in im um ,
to put th eir dem an ds an d red lin es on
th e table with out in term ediaries,
reducin g m isun derstan din gs. If talks
failed, an d Wash in gton  h ad to take
tough er m easures an d rally th e sup-
port of oth er n ation s, Obam a could
poin t out th at h e h ad tried diplom acy.

But for n ow, th at policy m ust be

put on  h old.
Som e argue th at, despite th e

regim e’s brutality, th e im portan ce of
th e n uclear issue requires us to h old
our n oses an d talk. Iran ’s n uclear
program  is rapid ly m ovin g toward
th e poin t wh en  it  can  produce
en ough  en rich ed fuel an d h as th e
tech n ical capacity to m ake a bom b.

But an y U.S. en gagem en t with
Iran ian  leaders at presen t would
legit im ize elect ion  results th at are
st ill d isputed, despite official claim s.
It  would im ply en dorsem en t of lead-
ers wh ose legit im acy is n ow at issue
am on g th eir own  people.

“At th is stage, to talk with  an y side
can  give th e im pression  th at th e
Un ited States h as accepted th at side’s
victory, even  th ough  th e dust h as
n ot sett led,” said Trita Parsi, presi-
den t of th e Nation al Iran ian
Am erican  Coun cil.

Despite th e killin gs, beatin gs, an d
arrests, th e Green  revolt  h as widen ed
division s with in  Iran ’s power elite,
in cludin g th e clergy, th at h ave yet to
play out in  in tern al batt les, wh ose
outcom e is un predictable.

Wh at can  be said is th at th e
Iran ian  opposit ion  m ovem en t is far
from  over. “Just as we didn ’t  wan t to
cause h arm  by in sert in g ourselves
in to a dom estic uph eaval, we would
really dem oralize th e opposit ion  by

pursu in g en gagem en t at th is poin t,”
said Karim  Sadjadpour, a respected
Iran  expert at th e Carn egie
En dowm en t for In tern ation al Peace.

An d, of course, th ere’s an oth er
basic reason  for freezin g en gagem en t
for th e t im e bein g: Th ere’s n o sign
th at th e Iran  regim e, with  its dom es-
tic stan din g in  question , is eager for
dialogue with  us.

In deed, on  th e subject of en gage-
m en t, Presiden t Mah m oud
Ah m adin ejad an d th e suprem e
leader, Ayatollah  Ali Kh am en ei, n ow
soun d just like th eir on etim e arch en -
em y, George W. Bush : No direct talks
with out precon dit ion s, th ey say.

Ah m adin ejad h as called  for
Obam a to apologize “for in terferin g
in  Iran ’s affairs” – even  th ough  th e
Am erican  presiden t  righ t ly refused
to m eddle in  th e elect ion  process.
Kh am en ei earlier rebu ffed Obam a’s
overtu res by sayin g h e m ust  ch an ge
Am erica’s policies – such  as econ om -
ic san ct ion s an d support  for Israel –
before en gagem en t.

Yet th e wh ole poin t of such
en gagem en t is to put both  sides’
con cern s on  th e table an d discuss
th em , with out prior con dit ion s.
In stead, th e list  of Iran ian  precon di-
t ion s is growin g. On  such  a basis, it
is im possible to en gage.

“Th ey are im itat in g Con doleezza

Rice wh en  sh e said ‘Iran  kn ows wh at
it  n eeds to do’ for a d ialogue,” said
Sadjadpour. “Now th e Iran ian s say
‘th e Un ited States kn ows wh at it
n eeds to do.’” He added, “Th ere is n o
sign al wh atsoever th at th ey are in ter-
ested in  en gagem en t.”

Som e argue th at th e Iran ian s’
tough  talk is th eir open in g bargain -
in g posit ion . But after th e Green
revolt, it  m ore likely reflects th at th e
regim e can ’t n egotiate with  th e
“Great Satan ” because of un rest at
h om e an d a m istaken  belief th at
Mideast h istory is on  th eir side.

Backed by th e m ilitary m igh t of
th e Revolut ion ary Guards, Kh am en ei
an d Ah m adin ejad appear to n eed th e
bogeym an  of a Western  en em y on
wh om  to blam e Iran ’s troubles. Th ey
also appear overcon fiden t th at
Obam a n eeds th em  m ore th an  th ey
n eed h im .

Th is m ean s th e gain s from  an y dia-
logue would be m in im al, wh ile th e
costs would be en orm ous. Obam a is
correct to leave open  th e possibility
of en gagem en t sh ould th e situat ion
ch an ge or th e regim e sh ow differen t
colors. But for n ow, it ’s a n o-go.

■ Trudy Rubin is a columnist  and
editorial board member for t he
Philadelphia Inquirer. Readers may 
e-mail her at  t rubin@phillynews.com.

Tilting at
windm ills
in the 29th
District

I t ’s fin ally official. Don
Quixote h as form ally
laun ch ed h is drive to

wipe out win dm ills.
It ’s too bad Corn in g Mayor

Tom  Reed
didn ’t  start
h is quest ear-
lier – an d
focused it  on
th e towers
th at n ow
blot th e
Coh octon
skylin e.

In stead,
h e’s decided

to bet h is polit ical fu ture in
an  attem pt to un seat
Con gressm an  Eric Massa.

Bad wager, Tom  old boy,
an d on e you m ay well com e
to severely regret.

You claim  support in
Cattaraugus Coun ty, close to
th e h om e of th e last Dem o-
crat to represen t th is district
before Massa. An d you assert
you’ve got backin g in  Mon roe
Coun ty – wh ere Republican s
can  easily be en um erated on
th e fin gers of on e h an d, n o
m atter in  wh ich  block you
start your coun t.

OK, you’ve got Steuben
Coun ty. Th at’s a given . An d
m aybe Allegan y an d Sch uyler.
But from  th ere on , it  gets
extrem ely iffy.

You kn ow you will lose
Ch em un g Coun ty, because of
th e Dem ocrat ic edge in
Elm ira. On tario Coun ty
t ipped in  Massa’s favor in
2008 wh en  h e un seated
in cum ben t Republican  U.S.
Rep. Ran dy Kuh l. Cattarau-
gus is possible, bu t don ’t
coun t on  m assive n um bers
from  th e city of Olean .

Th en  th ere’s th e Roch ester
area, wh ere you stan d less
ch an ce th an  th e proverbial
sn owball in  th e Neth er
Region s.

Platform ? All you did last
week was spout th e party lin e
– th e lin e of wh at’s com e to
be kn own  as th e Party of No.

Wh en  you calcu late h ow
m uch  it ’ll cost you in  t im e,
travel an d expen ses, despite
party support – an d add in
th e t im e you can ’t  devote to
your payin g job of lawyerin g
because of th e n eed to h ustle
votes – well, it  really doesn ’t
seem  like such  a good deal,
does it  Tom ?

• • •
Th is kid is an  adm itted rac-

in g freak, but n ever h ave I
foun d a book on  th e topic as
en tertain in g as “Go Like Hell:
Ford. Ferrari an d Th eir Batt le
For Speed An d Glory at
LeMan s.” It ’s qu ite sim ply
on e of th e best racin g h isto-
ries ever writ ten .

An d you don ’t  h ave to be a
speed freak to en joy it .

Th e auth or is A.J. Baim e,
executive editor of Playboy,
an d it ’s crafted like a n ovel.
With  ch aracters like Ferrari
driver Joh n  Surtees an d Ford’s
agin g gen ius, Ken  Miles, th e
story n ever lets up. An d
above all are th e towerin g fig-
ures of En zo Ferrari an d
Hen ry Ford II, th e last real
Am erican  car tycoon .

Also m arvelous is “Drivin g
Like Crazy,” a collect ion  of
auto-based m em ories by con -
servative sat irist  P.J. O’Rourke.

O’Rourke started h is career
on  car m agazin es an d h e
kn ows wh ereof h e speaks. But
h is writ in g style is h ilarious.

I just h ope h e’s wron g,
th ough  I kn ow h e isn ’t , wh en
h e lam en ts th at th e curren t
drive for “green ” cars will
produce an  utterly lifeless
box th at “uses altern ative
en ergy an d ren ewable
resources to operate in  a sus-
tain able way. Wh en  I was a
kid, we called it  a Sch win n .”

■ Bob Rolfe, a ret ired Leader
reporter/ editor (1965-2002) ,
can be reached at  t heinsider1
@aol.com or writ e c/ o The
Leader, P.O. Box 1017, Corning,
N.Y., 14830. He is also periodic
co-host  of t he “Coleman & Co.”
public affairs TV program,
which airs at  10 a.m. and 
10 p.m. Sundays on W ETM.2.
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Grin
At last week’s Corn in g-

Pain ted Post
sch ool board
m eetin g, th e
torch  of leader-
sh ip was passed.

Tom  Tam m aro took th e
rein s of th e district  from  Bill
Carlson , wh o led th e sch ool
board for four years.

Carlson  took th e h elm  at a
t im e wh en  th e sch ool board
was in  d isarray. Public con fi-
den ce in  th e sch ool board
h ad h it  rock bottom  after it
was disclosed th at form er
sch ool board presiden t Becki
Baker an d form er superin -
ten den t Judith  Staples were
n egotiat in g with  Corn in g
In c. for th e sale of th e dis-
trict ’s adm in istrat ion  bu ild-
in g an d on e of th e two m id-
dle sch ools beh in d th e
board’s back.

In -figh t in g was com m on
am on g board m em bers.

Carlson  stepped in to th e
breach  an d brough t profes-
sion alism  an d civility back to
th e board. His qu iet
dem ean or was far d ifferen t
from  Baker’s m y-way-or-th e-
h igh way style of leadersh ip.

Carlson  h ad posit ive resu lts
to sh ow for h is leadersh ip.
Un der Carlson ’s ten ure, th e
district developed an d adopt-
ed a m aster p lan .

Th e board also voted to
brin g Mike Gin alski on  board
as superin ten den t.

Sure, th e board h as h ad its
ups an d down s un der
Carlson , but th e ach ieve-
m en ts speak for th em selves.

Groan
Sarah  Palin ’s decision  to

step down  as govern or of
Alaska is a h ead-scratch er.
Palin , wh o gain ed th e n ation -

al spotligh t as
Joh n  McCain ’s
polarizin g vice
presiden tial n om -
in ee in  2008,

an n oun ced last week sh e
would n ot com plete h er first
an d on ly term  as govern or.

Palin ’s term  would h ave
expired in  early 2011.

Man y are speculat in g th is
sign als a presiden tial run  for
Palin  in  2012.

Th e question  n ow is, wh at
will Palin  run  on ?

Palin ’s resum e con sists of
run n in g on e of th e least pop-
u lous states in  th e un ion  for
less th an  two years. Gran ted,
Presiden t Barack Obam a did-
n ’t  h ave m uch  m ore experi-
en ce th an  th at wh en  h e ran
for presiden t, but Obam a h as
proven  t im e again  h e’s a bril-
lian t orator.

Palin  h as proven  t im e an d
again  sh e’s n ot brillian t at
orat ion  or an yth in g else.

Th e problem  for Palin , an d
for th e Republican  Party, is
Palin  appeals to voters wh o
typically com e out in  th e
Republican  prim aries – evan -
gelicals wh o vote largely on
social issues.

Th at could propel Palin  far
in to th e prim aries, or even  as
far as th e Republican  n om i-
n ation .

Wh ich  is exactly wh at
Dem ocrats wan t.

Palin  proved sh e was a drag
on  th e t icket as vice presiden -
t ial n om in ee. As th e Repub-
lican  n om in ee for presiden t,
Obam a would eat h er for
lun ch  an d set th e con serva-
t ive m ovem en t back 50 years.
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