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ad report card
Were the Super Bowl Ads Any Good?
The best and worst of the night.
By Seth Stevenson
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 8:24 AM ET 
I should note right away that I'm greeting this Super Bowl telecast with a total baditude. I hate the Colts (for beating my Patriots in the AFC championship game). I hate Peyton Manning (for looking like a whiny chump all the time). And I also badly injured myself before the game playing touch football (my hamstring is on fire right now).

What could snap me out of my funk? Some epic, showstopping commercials. Uplifting. Emotional. This is what we want from our Super Bowl ads, yes? Something a cut above the everyday.

Sadly, that's not what we got. With minor exceptions, the ads this year were disappointingly small and instantly forgettable. 

First quarter: We just called to order our pizza. ETA on the delivery: Oscar night.

Another year, another Bud Light ad to kick things off. They always buy the first slot after kickoff and always fill it with mediocre physical humor. This time, two guys play rock-paper-scissors for the last Bud Light. One dude throws paper, putting out his flat hand; the other dude throws an actual rock, braining his opponent and thus winning the beer. A little bit funny. Would have been funnier if he'd thrown scissors.

Next up: a Doritos ad, made by some average shmoes who entered a contest. Two characters eating Doritos act out various adjectives ("Spicy," "Cheesy," "Crunchy") that putatively describe the snack. Considering the ad was made for $12.79, in four days, with a crew of five (none of whom was over 22 years old), it's really quite good. Also, save for its milky-looking digital photography, it didn't seem at all outclassed by its big-budget competitors. Which is bad news for highly paid advertising professionals. Get ready for a whole lot of sub-$15 ads.

A Sierra Mist Free spot features a guy with a "beard combover," who sweeps his whiskers up and across his bald head. I liked the gag. But the repulsive visual of doughy comedian Jim Gaffigan sporting the beard-over—along with roller skates and some too-short denim cutoffs—did not in any way say "refreshing citrus diet soda" to me.

Two auto mechanics have a Lady and the Tramp moment, their lips meeting at the midpoint of a Snickers bar. "I think we just accidentally kissed," says one guy. "Quick, do something manly," says the other. Each rips out a tuft of his own chest hair and holds it aloft. Thoughts: 1) Ripping out chest hair is manly? I thought chest-hair removal was a firmly metrosexual move. 2) Once again, disgusting hair imagery appears in a food/beverage ad. Not appetizing! 3) Apparently, knee-jerk homophobia is still grounds for comedy. 

In a spot for Bud Light, Carlos Mencia teaches English to a classroom full of immigrants. The ad closes by making fun of one man's accent as he tries to say, over and over, "Bud Light." Apparently, being foreign is still grounds for comedy. 

It's a house ad, but it's great: David Letterman, wearing a Colts jersey, eats potato chips in front of his TV. "You want the Bears and I want the Colts," he says, "but we both win because we're in love." The camera pulls out to reveal his arm around Oprah Winfrey, wearing a Bears jersey. By far the most charming spot of the night.


In an animated ad that at first looks to be footage from a Grand Theft Auto-style video game, a car swerves through a dicey-looking neighborhood and squeals to a stop. Out steps a badass dude in a leather jacket. He appears poised to rob a convenience store—but instead happily pays for his bottle of Coca-Cola. He then extinguishes a trash can fire, donates money to a homeless man, and helps an old lady in distress. The background song exhorts us to "give a little love," and the tag line reads: "The Coke side of life." I liked this ad a lot. It's clever, funny, and squarely in Coke's branding sweet spot: hip positivity. (Also, this is how my girlfriend actually plays Grand Theft Auto. Instead of shooting cops and beating up prostitutes, she just drives around and listens to the car's radio stations.)

Second quarter: (Bears winning. Peyton has set some sort of record by actually looking whiny before his first snap, as the Bears returned the opening kickoff for a touchdown. I am feeling better already.)

Garmin introduces the "evil Maposaurus." Using his Garmin GPS device, a man defeats a giant fold-out map beast. This parody of Japanese monster movies was the funniest ad of the night, yet also managed to convey a straightforward sales message: A GPS in your car means no more fumbling with unwieldy maps.

A robot in a GM assembly plant drops a screw. As a result, he's fired. He tries to make do with menial jobs, but he remains miserable. In the end, he jumps off a bridge. Thoughts: Haven't a lot of actual human auto workers been laid off lately? Are they meant to laugh when, at the end of the ad, the robot wakes up to realize this was just a bad dream, and that he still has his job so he doesn't need to commit suicide after all? Whew, thank goodness things worked out for you, robot!

Frito-Lay offers a warmhearted spot celebrating the fact that two black coaches have reached the Super Bowl. "Who's winning?" it asks. "We all are." The ad is low-key and likable. And wholly fitting, given the vital role Tostitos played in the civil rights movement.

Halftime: Prince looks resplendent in Miami Dolphins turquoise and orange. "Purple Rain," in the rain, is a rock god moment. But can anyone explain why he played a Foo Fighters song? Puzzling. 

Third quarter: I forgot to mention that Adam Vinatieri missed a field goal right before the half. This turned out to be the high point of the game for me.
Another animated Coke ad is every bit as winning as the first. We see the inside of a vending machine and learn it contains various adorable creatures who make each bottle of Coke with love and devotion. Here's a grand-scale, big money ad that's both eye-catching and cute. Coke is the evening's marketing champ.

Sheryl Crow hawks Revlon. Crow covers the Buddy Holly classic "Not Fade Away"—an unpretentious ode to enduring love—and turns it into a message about long-lasting hair-color products. Boo, Sheryl Crow. Booooooo.

Emerald Nuts enlists celebrity spokesman Robert Goulet. Apparently, ironically deployed B-list celebrities are still grounds for humor.


Kevin Federline shows up in a Nationwide ad. The ad begins with Federline rapping about "rolling VIP" and ends with him as a fry cook. But are we really to believe the riches-to-rags narrative here? I thought Federline was demanding some serious Britney bucks in the divorce settlement. False humility alert! 

Fourth quarter: Is it over yet?
An Izod ad is just a blur of tropical scenery and bikini bottoms. I don't know what's going on, but I think I like it.

In a Bud Select ad, Jay-Z and legendary football coach Don Shula square off, playing an awesome, imaginary football arcade game. I loved the graphics, and the ad was entertaining. But I could use a little more brand differentiation from this spot: How is Bud Select not like Bud, again? 

A Flomax ad shows a bunch of older dudes riding mountain bikes, kayaking, and … not having problems with urination! I love the subtle shots of these guys taking lusty gulps from their water bottles. Go ahead, kidneys, excrete that water—I'm not afraid anymore! Also, Flomax is an awesome name for a urine-related product.

End of game.
I was thinking I might begrudgingly admire the Colts after they won. Nope, still hate them. And Peyton seemed whiny even in triumph. His victory face—furrowed, closed-mouthed—made him look like he was in a Flomax ad.

As for the ads: At some point, we may have to drop all this Super Bowl advertising hoopla. The ads have been roundly mediocre for a few years running, now. Some huge advertisers—including Procter & Gamble and Unilever—decided to ditch this Super Bowl entirely (with Unilever instead airing a big ad for its Dove brand during the Academy Awards). 

Are we seeing the end of an era? And will we even miss it?
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bad advice
Google Boggle
One analyst says it's worth $415 a share. Another says $650. Another $601. Don't listen to any of them.
By Henry Blodget
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 2:29 PM ET 
Google reported its quarterly earnings last week, which means that the 29 brokerage analysts who follow the stock have just revised their financial projections and adjusted their price targets. As ever, Google's newly revised value is in the eye of the beholder—the most pessimistic of the analysts now believes that Google's stock (currently at around $470) is worth $415; the most optimistic, $650. The analyst at Bank of America, meanwhile, believes it is worth exactly $601. 

Who's right? Which target should you believe?

None of them. No analyst, no matter how talented, knows what Google—or, for that matter, any stock—is really worth.

To understand why this is so, you need to understand that price targets are not precise scientific facts but extremely subjective estimates. To calculate price targets, analysts must make numerous assumptions, each of which has a major impact on a stock's estimated value. For a variety of reasons, Wall Street and the investment media love pinpoint price targets—they are simple, precise, easy to understand, legally defensible, and reassuring—but the truth is that the range of reasonable valuations for a stock like Google is wide enough to fly a 747 through.

To appreciate this, it helps to understand some basic valuation theory. The value of a stock, theoretically, is the "present value of future cash flows." Loosely translated, this is what all the cash a company will pay to shareholders from now until the end of time would be worth if it were delivered in one lump sum today. 

To determine the "present value of future cash flows," an analyst needs to know the following:

1) the amount and timing of the future cash flows

2) an appropriate "discount rate" with which to determine what the cash flows are worth today. (Thanks to inflation, risk, and opportunity cost, a dollar expected to be received in a year is worth less than a dollar delivered today, and a dollar expected in 10, 20, or 100 years is worth a lot less than a dollar today.)

and, usually,

3) A "terminal multiple" with which to value the cash flows that will be received after an explicit forecast period (usually five or 10 years).

Once the analyst knows these things, calculating present value is a matter of math. The trouble is that no one knows for sure what a company's future cash flows will be, or even what the most appropriate discount rates or terminal multiples are. As a result, the analyst has to estimate. (To get a sense of just how much these estimates affect present-value calculations, please read this previous piece, "The Folly of 'Cheap' and 'Expensive' Stocks.") To make matters worse, the range of reasonable estimates changes as the industry and company evolve and the prices of other securities change. For a company growing as quickly as Google in an industry evolving as rapidly as the Internet, it is not an exaggeration to say that the stock can be "worth" just about whatever the analyst wants it to be.

This is not to suggest that analysts are "making up" or "manipulating" price targets. On the contrary: In the atmosphere of fear and trembling that followed the Wall Street research scandals (starring, among others, me), analysts do their valuation work so diligently that even finance professors would be proud. Today's analysts are so punctilious, in fact, that they are now often less useful to investors because they're so scared of being viewed as "irresponsible" that they rarely say anything interesting. (Do you really want to read yet another report suggesting that Google is worth about $600? Neither do I. But I'd love to read an intelligent one arguing that Google is headed to, say, $50—or, for that matter, $3,000.)

Analysts develop price targets by spending hundreds of hours building intricate financial models with detailed projections of revenue, expenses, margins, taxes, share dilution, and other important metrics. The estimates are based on the past performance of the company, the industry, and the economy, but what they all have in common is that they are at best educated guesses about how the future will unfold. Because the future is unknowable, even the most careful value calculations have a large margin for error.

As financial reporting and automated spreadsheets have become more advanced, moreover, the sense that price targets and other similar estimates are, in fact, estimates has largely disappeared. Bank of America's Brian Pitz, for example, painstakingly concludes that Google is worth precisely $601 per share—after making several subjective assumptions that, slightly tweaked, could easily have pinpointed its value at, say, $428 or $642 (or, for that matter, if Brian were in the mood to forecast extremes, $189 or $1,033). The $601 target is no doubt of great comfort to Bank of America's legal and compliance departments, because the diligence, precision, and reasonableness of Brian's calculations are indisputable. Unfortunately, the faux-precision implied by the target is a mirage. 

The safest way to think about stock values is to recognize that even the best analyst is the equivalent of a blindfolded hunter shooting at a moving target a hundred yards away. Given the extreme difficulty involved in hitting the target, the analyst's gun of choice should not be a rifle or laser beam. Rather, it should be a sawed-off shotgun. 

Although Wall Street compliance departments will likely continue to insist that analysts create pinpoint price targets, smart investors should never forget what they really represent: the midpoint of a wide range of subjective guesses. In Google's case, even the Street-wide range of $415 to $650 is probably too narrow: It's reasonable assuming nothing radical happens, but in the stock market, "radical" events happen more often than they should statistically be expected to. 

As John Kenneth Galbraith noted, there are two kinds of forecasters: those who don't know and those who know they don't know. If you must be a forecaster, at least be the latter kind.



blogging the bible
The Bible's Pulp Fiction
What Tarantino stole from Ezekiel.
By David Plotz
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 6:09 PM ET 




From: David Plotz
Subject: Why I Love That Oddball Ezekiel
Posted Friday, February 2, 2007, at 6:32 PM ET 

So maybe God wasn't sorry. Last time I wrote that Jeremiah 42:10 is the first time in the Bible that God apologizes. Several readers dispute that, arguing that God isn't apologetic at all. While my New Revised Standard Bible has the Lord saying "I am sorry" for destroying Judah, other translations render it differently. The Lord isn't apologizing: He is "relenting" in his punishment—that is, He is agreeing to suspend the punishment, but only if the Judeans obey him. Relenting avoids the major theological problem caused by apologizing. If God is all powerful and all knowing, He can never be wrong, and thus can never make a mistake that He would have to apologize for. But if He's relenting, He's not changing His mind but merely giving the Judeans one last shot at redemption. (Readers also point out that God "relents" in a bunch of other Bible books, not just in Jeremiah.)

The Book of Ezekiel
If reading Jeremiah is like being trapped in an elevator with a claustrophobic rageaholic, reading Ezekiel is like riding the Magic Bus. Zeke is trippy, groovy, sometimes paranoid, always Technicolor. I had the munchies by Chapter 2.

Chapter 1
Ezekiel—who has clearly been sprinkling something extra on his matzo and brisket—has a vision of winged cherubim with four faces, one human, one lion, one ox, and one eagle. They're riding on gigantic beryl wheels, and inside each wheel is a "tall and awesome" rim that moves independently from the wheel. (Why do I linger on this detail, you ask? Because these rims are a milestone in automobile and hip-hop history: They are the first spinners!) 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 3
Ezekiel's vision continues. The Lord instructs him to go preach to the "impudent and stubborn" Israelites. A wonderful incident: God gives Ezekiel a scroll containing His words and tells the prophet to eat it. "Then I ate it; and in my mouth it was as sweet as honey." This is an even more profound example of the sacredness of the book for Jews. What's so compelling in the verse is not that Ezekiel eats the scroll, but that it tastes good! The word of God is sweet as honey. 

God addresses Zeke differently than He does anyone else in the Bible. He calls him "Mortal"—as in, "Mortal, go to the house of Israel" and "Mortal, eat what is offered to you." It's a curious phrase, and I can't figure out why God has started using it. 

Ezekiel's God is a bit more merciful than Jeremiah and Isaiah's: He explicitly instructs Ezekiel to allow the wicked an opportunity for redemption. If they honestly repent, God will forgive them. Jeremiah and Isaiah were hazier: They condemned first, asked questions later.

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5
Here's where the book gets very strange and beguiling. For Isaiah and Jeremiah, prophecy is speech—haranguing, arguing, badgering, indicting. For Ezekiel, prophecy is action. God has him—and forgive me if I'm fuzzy here, because the verses themselves are rather confusing—build a model of Jerusalem from a brick and make a metal plate that represents the Babylonian siege works. Ezekiel then lies on his left side with the brick-and-metal plate resting on him. He stays in this posture for 390 days, representing the 390 years of Israel's punishment. Then he lies on his right side for 40 days, representing the 40 years of Judah's punishment. 

(During this period of self-mortification, Ezekiel consumes the first macrobiotic diet, eating only bread made from wheat, barley, millet, and spelt, and drinking only water.) 

When he finishes his Jerusalem tableau, Ezekiel shaves off his hair and beard—God loves the baldy!—and divides the clippings in three parts. He incinerates one third inside Jerusalem, strikes the second third with a sword outside the city walls, and scatters the last third to the wind. What does this represent? Anyone? Anyone? Yes, one-third of Judeans will die in the city, one-third will be killed in battle, and one-third will be scattered throughout the world. 

I don't know about you, but I'm very moved by Ezekiel's performance prophecy. In journalism, we are always reminded to "show, don't tell." Ezekiel understands this, recognizes that his actions speak louder than other prophets' words. What's more, Ezekiel possesses a profound humility. Jeremiah and Isaiah are shrill and smug, giddy with their angry certainty. Ezekiel isn't like that. He puts his body where his mouth is. Unlike Jeremiah, who thrives under the Babylonian conquest, Ezekiel truly makes himself suffer for his people. 

Chapter 6 and Chapter 7
Not that Ezekiel is incapable of a fiery sermon. Sounding rather Jeremiac, he foretells God's brutal judgment against the Judeans.

Chapter 8 and Chapter 9
Ezekiel has another vision. This one is very like a dream—or at least very like dreams that I have. It's a slow-motion tour through a building (the Temple in Zeke's case; my elementary school, in my case). In each room, Ezekiel discovers something odd and wrong. Here, the Temple is being contaminated with loathsome animals and idols. There, women are worshipping false god Tammuz. Over there, men are bowing east to worship the sun.

Ezekiel and the Lord cannot abide these abominations. The Lord has a servant walk through Jerusalem and mark the head of all "who sigh and groan" at the Temple abominations. Then He summons six executioners and orders them to kill every man, woman, and child who does not have the mark. This slaughter, of course, reminds us of the final plague in Egypt, when the Israelites marked the doors of their houses with blood, so the angel of death would pass over them, and kill only Egyptian children. 

Back in Egypt, survival was based on nothing more than genes. It was enough to be an Israelite. That protected you. But now God demands more. The fact that you were born a Jew is not enough. You must believe. You must love God so much that you sorrow at the contamination of His temple. In short, these two mass killings mark a profound shift, the transition of Judaism from an immutable ethnic identity to a freely chosen religion, from blood to belief. 

Chapter 10
The four-faced cherubim return, riding their pimped-out chariots. 

Chapter 11
God sends Ezekiel back to the Temple, where he preaches to the sun worshippers. He predicts destruction and exile, followed by God's forgiveness. There is a magnificent metaphor to describe this redemption. God says, "I will remove the heart of stone from their flesh, and give them a heart of flesh." Isn't it amazing that the idea of the "heart of stone" dates back more than 2,000 years? 

Chapter 12
Ezekiel tries another performance. This time, he packs a bag as though he is going into exile, then pretends to flee Jerusalem. He does this night after night, in hopes that Jerusalemites will ask him what he's doing, and he can tell them it's a warning that they are about to be forced into exile. But the Jerusalemites don't notice their diligent prophet. They never ask him what he's doing. They never hear his warning—not that they would heed it if they did. 

Thoughts on Blogging the Bible? Please e-mail David Plotz at plotzd@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.)



From: David Plotz
Subject: Call the Divorce Lawyer—God's Suing for Adultery!
Updated Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 6:09 PM ET 


The Book of Ezekiel
Chapter 13
God instructs Ezekiel to condemn false prophets: "Prophesy against the prophets of Israel who are prophesying." Try saying that three times quickly.

Ever since Jeremiah, the Lord has been complaining about bogus prophets who deliver encouraging news, but this is the first time He singles out female prophets. Among other threats, He vows to "tear off" their veils.

Chapter 14
Ezekiel is truly the prophet of redemption, a more merciful and forgiving messenger than his predecessors. At the beginning of the chapter, several Israelite elders request a meeting with Zeke. The prophet is dubious, because these elders are notorious idol-worshippers. But, in a Nixon-goes-to-China moment, God tells Ezekiel that of course he must minister to these heretics. Ezekiel tells them that they can still be saved if they reject idols and abominations. That's Ezekiel for you! He's always willing to offer the second chance, always holding out the possibility of grace. (It's worth noting that this puts him much more in line with modern religious practice than unbending Isaiah and Jeremiah.) 

Here's a funny anomaly, and a moment of less mercy. God explains that the current faithlessness of the Israelites is so bad that even the best men would be in trouble—even "Noah, Daniel, and Job" would only be able to redeem themselves, not their families. The anomaly? Daniel and Job haven't happened yet! (Daniel comes after Ezekiel in both the Christian and Hebrew Bibles. Job is before Ezekiel in the Christian Bible but after it in the Hebrew Bible.) 

The theological implications of the passage are more troubling: Remember that during the flood, God's most drastic punishment, Noah was permitted to save his wife and children. But now God says even the most righteous can't protect their kids. This suggests that God considers the infidelity of the Judeans even worse than the antediluvian sins. 

Chapter 15
This just slows us down on the way to my new favorite Bible chapter …

Chapter 16
First of all, read this chapter yourself. Come on, just go read it. Right now. It's so good, you won't begrudge the five minutes. 

You're back! How did you like it? Wasn't it as good as I said it was? You think it's a little bawdy? A little rude? Maybe, but doesn't it sound true?

Chapter 16 is the story of a bad marriage, a dreadful marriage, the world's worst marriage—as told by the wronged husband. His name is God. Her name is Jerusalem. They meet cute in the desert when she's just a baby. He mentors her. She grows up into a raving beauty. What hair! What a figure! 

"I passed by you again and looked on you; you were at the age for love." The mentor becomes the lover. The Lord marries her: "You became mine." It's all wine and roses for a few years. He buys her high-thread-count sheets, hand-tooled shoes, and incredible jewelry. (She even gets a nose ring!) Men all around the world hear about the Lord's bride and what a hottie she is. 

But—there is always a but in these stories—everything soon sours. "You trusted in your beauty, and played the whore because of your fame, and lavished your whorings on any passerby." She makes herself male idols and plays with them. She's a nymphomaniac—"insatiable." She prostitutes herself to the Egyptians and Assyrians, but that isn't enough. "You multiplied your whoring" with the Babylonians. 

At this point the divorce lawyers should have been called, and restraining orders should have been issued, but instead the fight continues. Forget: "That's no way to load a dishwasher!" Forget: "You sound just like your mother." Forget: "If your father tells that joke one more time …" Imagine the worst marital fight you've ever heard, times a thousand. This is conjugal Armageddon! 

"How sick is your heart says the Lord God, that you did all these things, the deeds of a brazen whore." 

Then He realizes she's even worse than a whore, because at least a whore gets paid! She does it for free! 

God invites all her lovers to visit her. They strip her naked and set a mob on her to cut her to pieces. At last, God's rage is exhausted. At the end of the chapter, He promises to remarry her—but only if she shuts up: "I will establish my covenant with you, and you shall know that I am the Lord, in order that you may remember and be confounded, and never open your mouth again because of your shame, when I forgive you all that you have done."

Wowza! This chapter is like the bad parts of Portrait of a Lady, Madame Bovary, Married With Children, and Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? rolled up into a putrid ball of rage. Why is it extraordinary? First, it has the rhythm of all great stories. There is a slow build. The innocence of early love rattles into irritation, then rage, then homicidal fury. Second, it is driven by God's genuine passion. For most of the Bible, God is a furious father, disappointed in his faithless children. But in this chapter He is a jealous husband, a role that is much more terrifying and persuasive. "Jilted husband" makes more sense than "angry dad." Parents are disappointed with their kids and frustrated with their kids, but rarely so furious with them that they kill them, banish them, and humiliate them. But wives and husbands do that to each other all the time. Sexual jealousy is the greatest crazy-maker we have. And what is God's fury at our idol-worshipping if not sexual jealousy? We have found other men to satisfy our deepest "spiritual" needs. Is it any surprise that enrages Him and pushes him to homicide against His beloved?

I won't dispute that Chapter 16 is unsettling in its violent misogyny and sexist in its depiction of marriage. But it's psychologically penetrating like few other chapters in the Bible. I can't get it out of my head. 

Chapter 17
The Babylonians offer the Judeans a sweet deal: They can have their own Jewish king, as long as they pledge fealty to Babylon. God wants them to take the deal, but King Zedekiah rebels and ruins the whole neat arrangement. Jerusalem falls, most of the population is exiled to Babylon, and the remainder flees to Egypt. God, like Neville Chamberlain, is happy to appease the Babylonian invaders. A vassal kingdom in the Promised Land would be better than Diaspora all over the world. 

Chapter 18
This is an extremely modern chapter. It's so modern that I wonder if it's a key source for contemporary Christianity and Judaism. Is it? Revisiting the individual responsibility theme of Chapter 14, God says that we are all responsible for our own sins. In earlier verses, God promised to hold the children and grandchildren of sinners accountable for their ancestors' crimes. Now the Lord says we're all on our own. "A child shall not suffer for the iniquity of a parent, nor a parent for the iniquity of a child; the righteousness of the righteous shall be his own." God also emphasizes again that sinners can redeem themselves with good behavior. And, despite the high body count and murderous glee of earlier books, the Lord insists that He doesn't want anyone to die: "Repent, therefore, and live!"

Chapter 19
A dirge.

Chapter 20 through Chapter 22
God builds His case against the Judeans, then foretells the Babylonian conquest—again. He explains how we have betrayed Him at every opportunity, recasting the story of Exodus and the 40 years in the wilderness as one act of idolatry after another. Then He details the Judeans' various sins—incest, Sabbath breaking, fraud, extortion, idolatry. 

And they blew their one chance. "I sought for anyone among them who would repair the wall and stand in the breach before me on behalf of the land, so that I would not destroy it; but I found no one." 

"Stand in the breach" is a wonderful, evocative phrase. (I don't seem to be alone in thinking that. A quick Google search suggests "stand in the breach," and the alternate translation "stand in the gap," are very popular with American evangelicals!) 

Chapter 23
Many readers—with nudges and winks—recommended this chapter as the sexual high point of the Bible. Several of you hinted that it was a chapter that you paid, um, special attention to as teenage boys. I must confess—I'm a little bit disappointed. To me, this is like a tawdrier version of Chapter 16—but with twins. The gist is this: There are two sisters, Oholah and Oholibah. Oholah is Samaria, and Oholibah is Jerusalem. (Let's just say that they put the "ho" back in Oholah and Oholibah.) Both of them get married to the Lord. Unfortunately, they were whores in Egypt before they married God, and then are whores with Assyrians after the marriage. The language is cruder than Chapter 16: Men "fondled her virgin bosom and poured out their lust upon her"; "[men] whose members were like those of donkeys, and whose emission was like that of stallions." But the message is the same: The Israelites betrayed God with other gods and bad allies. And they are punished as they were in Chapter 16: All their old lovers gather and cut them to pieces for their "wanton whoring." 

I can see why this chapter catches the eye of the 16-year-old boy set—especially since many translations render "bosom" as "nipples"—but it doesn't move me as much as Chapter 16. Chapter 16 is a more sophisticated, passionate, and dramatic version of the same story. Chapter 16 is God's failed marriage, as told in the New Yorker. Chapter 23 is God's failed marriage, as told in Penthouse. 

Thoughts on Blogging the Bible? Please e-mail David Plotz at plotzd@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.)



From: David Plotz
Subject: What Tarantino Stole From Ezekiel
Posted Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 6:09 PM ET 


The Book of Ezekiel
In the last entry, I mentioned a supposed anomaly in Ezekiel 14:14—the reference to Daniel and Job, whose books come after Ezekiel in the Hebrew Bible. Lots of you countered that this is no anomaly at all. The books of prophets are not in chronological order, and the events in Job and Daniel actually occur before the events of Ezekiel, as reader Jesse Bangs explains deftly here.

Chapter 24
Unlike Jeremiah, who was celibate by God's order (or, more likely, because no woman could stand his foul temper), Ezekiel is a family man—which is why this chapter is so sad. Ezekiel's wife dies during the siege of Jerusalem. The dreadful part is that God forbids him from mourning or weeping. All Ezekiel may do, God says, is "sigh, but not aloud." God immediately dispatches the new widower to preach to the Jerusalemites, and Ezekiel obediently does it. If you're searching for a pleasant interpretation of the story, tell yourself that Ezekiel is a workaholic and perhaps he found solace in returning immediately to prophecy. In any case, this episode is a reminder of what a mensch Ezekiel is. Unlike icy and vengeful Jeremiah and Isaiah, Ezekiel is fully human, and thus a much more tragic figure.

Chapter 25
The Lord vows revenge against the Edomites, Moabites, Philistines, and Ammonites. Why is this chapter important in American pop-cultural history? I didn't know, either, but several readers gave me a heads-up. It's a key source for Pulp Fiction. Jules Winnfield, the hit man played by Samuel L. Jackson, quotes it as his motto (caution: salty language ahead): 

There's this passage I got memorized. Ezekiel 25:17. "The path of the righteous man is beset on all sides by the iniquities of the selfish and the tyranny of evil men. Blessed is he who, in the name of charity and good will, shepherds the weak through the valley of the darkness. For he is truly his brother's keeper and the finder of lost children. And I will strike down upon thee with great vengeance and furious anger those who attempt to poison and destroy my brothers. And you will know my name is the Lord when I lay my vengeance upon you." I been sayin' that shit for years. And if you heard it, that meant your ass. I never gave much thought to what it meant. I just thought it was some cold-blooded shit to say to a motherfucker before I popped a cap in his ass. But I saw some shit this mornin' made me think twice. See, now I'm thinkin', maybe it means you're the evil man, and I'm the righteous man. And Mr. 9 mm here, he's the shepherd protecting my righteous ass in the valley of darkness. Or, it could mean you're the righteous man and I'm the shepherd and it's the world that's evil and selfish. I'd like that. But that shit ain't the truth. The truth is you're the weak. And I'm the tyranny of evil men. But I'm tryin', Ringo. I'm tryin' real hard to be the shepherd.

Not to be pedantic here, but I feel obliged to point out that most of quote is spurious. Only parts of the last two sentences actually come from Ezekiel.

Chapter 26 and Chapter 27
This episode, the destruction of Tyre, is unusual for public-policy reasons: It is one of the few Bible stories that celebrates capitalism. In mourning Tyre, Ezekiel offers an economist's-eye view of the city, listing all its trading partners, detailing the various kinds of products it exports and imports, applauding its magnificent harbor and clever merchants. It's a very enthusiastic and emphatic litany, written by someone who truly seems to admire the free market. Tyre was the Shanghai or New York of its day, the port city that was the economic engine of the world around it. But it couldn't survive the Babylonian onslaught. 

Chapter 28
Whoops! I spoke to soon. This chapter reverses all the Adam Smith free-marketeering of Chapter 27. Mercantile success, Ezekiel declares, has made the King of Tyre "haughty" and idolatrous. Tyre's grand commercial achievements have produced only "lawlessness." Ezekiel is slightly confusing here: I'm not sure whether Tyre is "lawless" because the worship of profit has made Tyreans pay less attention to God, or whether it's lawless because Tyre's merchants cheat their customers. Either way, the free market itself is to blame for Tyre's disfavor with God.

Chapter 29 through Chapter 32
A four-chapter gore-fest against the Egyptians. Babylon will crush, stomp, obliterate, and humiliate Pharaoh. It's all standard-issue biblical flamethrowing, except for one puzzling passage. Ezekiel says that slain Egyptian warriors will join dead Assyrians in "the Pit," which is the "lowest part of the netherworld." The Pit seems to be where bad uncircumcised people—the ones who, in a strikingly modern phrase, "spread terror"—go when they die. The Pit compounds the mystery of Sheol that has been puzzling me since way back in Numbers. A theology of heaven and hell seems to be developing as the Bible goes on. In the Torah, Sheol was a vague and simple concept. But now the afterlife is getting more complicated. Passages in Isaiah hint at a heaven, and the Pit certainly sounds like a kind of hell. (It sure isn't Carlsbad Caverns or the Playboy Mansion grotto!) 

Chapter 33
I forgot to mention that one reason Ezekiel is a prophet of deeds rather than words is that God made him mute back in Chapter 3. (Though he doesn't seem to have been really mute, since he kept on prophesying …) Anyway, when Jerusalem falls, God releases Ezekiel's tongue from its spell, and he can talk again. 

Chapter 34
A long and wonderful analogy compares the rulers of Israel to shepherds and the Israelites to sheep. The shepherds have neglected their flock, exposed them to wild animals, failed to feed them, and never culled the bad animals from the herd. That's why God is firing the shepherds and doing the job Himself. "I will look for the lost, and I will bring back the strayed; I will bandage the injured, and I will sustain the weak." This is one of the most loving images of God in the entire Bible. Isn't that what you want God to be, a kind, nurturing shepherd, protecting poor dumb us from harm? 

Chapter 35
At least it's short! 

Chapter 36
God is upset with His people for an entirely new reason: They are making him look bad. When other nations see that His people worship idols, ignore the Sabbath, and maltreat each other, God's reputation suffers. He's embarrassed. He looks like a chump. God vows to restore Israel, but not for our sake. He's only doing it to restore His divine good name. This is God as aggrieved hip-hop star. 

Chapter 37
Now we know how God will raise the dead. God leads Ezekiel to a valley filled with desiccated bones. (It's the source for "Dem Dry Bones"!) God tells him to summon the bones back to life. At the prophet's words, the bones sew themselves back together, and flesh and skin cover them. Then Ezekiel orders breath into them, and the corpses come alive, a mass reincarnation that symbolizes the restoration of Israel. It's a very cinematic episode—so cinematic that it has surely been ripped off by some sci-fi or fantasy movie. Help me out, film buffs! 

Thoughts on Blogging the Bible? Please e-mail David Plotz at plotzd@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.)


sidebar

Return to article
Jesse Bangs writes:
The books of the Bible aren't in chronological order in either [the Hebrew or Christian] Bible. The events of Daniel precede the events of Ezekiel by a few years, since Daniel is concerned with the first part of the exile. Job comes hundreds of years earlier. The book of Job is roughly contemporary with the patriarchs, so it's old news by the time that Ezekiel comes around.



books
The Amis Papers
Where is Martin Amis headed next?
By Keith Gessen
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 7:10 AM ET 

Martin Amis' beloved Nabokov once made a distinction between Tolstoy the writer and Tolstoy the preacher. The first Tolstoy noted the way Anna's hair fell on her neck; the second Tolstoy went on and on about the virtues of the Russian peasant. Unfortunately, as Nabokov knew, there was no separating the two: Tolstoy might not have written a single word about Anna if he didn't think it would make a nice occasion for discoursing on the peasants. Even Tolstoy's first novel, The Cossacks, a small masterpiece about love, was extremely moralistic. Writers are strange people, in other words, and there is no way to manufacture a perfect one.

In our own time, no writer has been so obviously, so publicly confused by his warring impulses—to observe what he sees on the one hand and to moralize on it on the other—as Martin Amis. He has written works of corrosive satire almost breathtaking (and breathtakingly funny) in their nihilism (Money and The Information), but he has also, especially of late, written works of a weirdly moralistic bent, denouncing such people as Stalin, Mohamed Atta, and male chauvinists who write abusively about women for the porno-tabloid press. It was as if the rich material he had been handed by life—the world of the high-British, high-Postmodern, Baby Boomer elite—was too flimsy, and he needed sterner stuff. Perhaps it is just the perceived weightlessness, these days, of being British—in the best post-imperial novels of Martin's father, Kingsley, being British consisted primarily in getting scrupulously drunk. (Martin's innovation, in his best novels, was to get his characters drunk and send them to America.) The political critique of the son's refusal to take his own people seriously would be that it implicitly ignored the damage they were doing to the world—even in America, after all, their intellectual support of the Iraq war (including in these Internet pages) was not without effect. 

Amis' new novel, House of Meetings, would seem to fall squarely into the moralizing category of his books, and it has been greeted accordingly. The middlebrow liberal press, which never held much brief for Mean Amis, has welcomed the book for its seriousness about a serious matter, the Gulag, and its lack of those things that impede seriousness (Postmodern gamesmanship). Meanwhile the higher-brow conservative and leftist (Daniel Soar in the London Review of Books) press, much more partial to Amis' earlier work, has excoriated the book for turning the Gulag into an excuse for fancy writing and for flailing at Islamofascism in the guise of Stalinism. 

These are old categories, for newspapers, but then Martin Amis seems to be writing about old things. The novel, though set in the present, mostly describes the years spent by two brothers in a Siberian labor camp after the Second World War—when, despite a victory over the Germans and the widespread expectation that the state would ease up after victory had been achieved, Stalin began imprisoning people at an astonishing rate. Many of these, like the narrator of House of Meetings, were actually Red Army soldiers returning from the war—where, as he tells us, "I raped my way across what would soon be East Germany."

The narrator's younger brother Lev eventually joins him in the camp and introduces the plot's point of tension: Lev has married the beautiful Zoya, the envy of the entire neighborhood. The result is that his brother wants him dead. Or not exactly dead: He wants Lev to survive the camp, he wants his marriage to Zoya to fail, and then he wants to take his place at Zoya's side. The central event of the book is a conjugal visit that Zoya pays to Lev in the camp's "house of meetings," after which Lev emerges profoundly shaken but won't say why. As for the narrator, he becomes a leader of the camp rebellion and then, after his release, a wealthy businessman of sorts. He keeps his eye on Zoya and eventually emigrates to Chicago, where, despite being nearly 65, he develops a prose style a lot like Nabokov's. The narrative is written, on the occasion of his return to Siberia in 2004, as a record of his experiences for his 24-year-old American stepdaughter, who knows nothing of such things as Gulag, Stalin, and the rape of Berlin.

It does sound a little silly when you write it out like that. The immediate thought is that Amis' liberal anti-Communism has just gone too far; even Koba the Dread, after all, was written from a Western point of view. But the surprise upon finishing House of Meetings is how little about the Gulag it really is. Amis might have adopted, as several reviewers have noted, some annoying Nabokovian tics, but the master's pedantry does not interest him; he does not pretend to be translating Russian into English, for example, when transcribing Russian speech, and for that matter he does not even pretend that Russian is his narrator's native tongue—of the old Russian distance marker verst, he writes that "given Russian distances, and the general arduousness of Russian life, you'd expect a verst to be the equivalent of—I don't know—thirty-nine miles. In fact it's barely more than a kilometer." This is funny, but it's not the sort of joke you'd make if you cared very much for your reader to think your character was real. 

In fact, the person our purportedly Russian narrator most resembles is not any Russian or any character from Russian fiction but the rambunctious, drunken advertising executive John Self—Amis' greatest creation—who took readers on an extended, delirious tour of his own private hell in Money. "I am a vile-tempered and foul-mouthed old man," says the Self-like narrator of House of Meetings. Life has made him, naturally enough, a misanthrope: "Oh, and just to get this out of the way. It's not the USSR I don't like. What I don't like is the northern Eurasian plain." It is not impossible for a Western writer to create a work whose very verisimilitude is part of its power: Ken Kalfus' excellent short story collection Pu-239, for example, is remarkable for having the eyes of a Russian writer and the sensibility of a comic American Postmodern Jewish one. Amis is not that kind of writer, and he never has been.

I submit the following: That those of us (myself included) who've written about Amis' recent, unquestionably annoying moralizing by pining for the Mean Amis of old have done so a little disingenuously. Because even in Money one felt, I think, that Amis was being disapproving—in a way that wasn't convincingly disapproving. I mean that he lacked a point of view, a moral center, with which to anchor his anger. Even Celine, who is often held up as the quintessential 20th-century amoralist, was actually—and explicitly, in Journey to the End of the Night—a doctor who was horrified by the wanton killing he had witnessed in the First World War. Amis has diagnosed a problem with his writing, and he's been working on it. He should take his lumps for it, but we should admit that this is what he's up to.

Reading House of Meetings, one begins to think that the biggest trouble with Amis' recent work may have been that he was attacking his subjects too directly. Yellow Dog, his last novel, was, after all, a social satire; it's just that his targets were so obvious that they were effectively outside the proper range of satire. This time, Amis approaches his subject obliquely; he circles toward it. He may begin in the Gulag, but gradually you see him feeling his way toward contemporaneity—a comment here on Western teenage piercing habits, a thought there for contemporary Russian politics. During the narrator's trip, he catches news bulletins of the horrible situation in the town of Beslan, where Chechen terrorists have captured a school, and Russian forces are poised to start bombarding it. In House of Meetings, Amis returns again and again to the demographic cataclysm now engulfing Russia—its strangely low life expectancy for men—and in one passage, two of his great interests fuse: 

In America, with divorce achieved, the midlifer can expect to be more recreational, more discretionary. He can almost design the sort of crisis he is going to have: motorbike, teenage girlfriend, vegetarianism, jogging, sports car, mature boyfriend, cocaine, crash diet, powerboat, new baby, religion, hair transplant.

Over here, now, there's no angling around for your male midlife crisis. It is brought to you and it is always the same thing. It is death. 

Amis is right. Longevity, rather than new sexual mores or technological practices, may be the most significant social fact of modern Western life—and if this is the case, if the mere lack of longevity is the prime distinguishing feature of a more "serious" place like Russia, then a lot of those things Amis has worried about during his midlife crisis as a novelist (Is he a profound enough writer? Is this topic sufficiently weighty?) seem to fall away. And so this book comes to seem less like Amis looking for gravitas among the bones of Soviet Russia than like an author who had lost his sense of the world slowly working back toward it by learning some basic things. One is that all stories everywhere are the same, whether in Russia in the 1930s or London in the 1990s or now, in New York. Another of those basic things, if you're Amis, is that there is no escaping yourself: Amis now knows that he can write a book about the Gulag and still come out sounding pretty much the same, with the same inflections and the same concerns: breasts, erections (presence and lack of them), and writing. So, maybe that means those are the great concerns, and he's going to have to live with them.

Because one of the things you can't escape if you're Martin Amis, son of Kingsley Amis, friend to the Hitch, former friend to Julian Barnes, and so on, is writers and writing. It's what interests you most about the world; your obsession with it led to one of your best novels, that horroristic satire The Information. At the end of House of Meetings, we are introduced to a character worse even than the narrator, a writer who sold his talent in exchange for a comfortable life during the dark days of Stalinism. All he had to do was praise the system. The equivalent of such a writer in our own time would have to be someone who simply avoided all contemporary themes, or pretended that the makers of the world had not in fact made it, that life and history were elsewhere. Amis has told Poets & Writers that his next novel will be more autobiographical; that "everyone will hate me again." 

I hope so. Amis' five-year excursion through Russian history during the global war on terror seems to have shorn him of some of his old liberal attitudes, which he seems, in retrospect, never really to have held. If his recent pronouncements on terrorism (or "horrorism," as he calls it) are any guide, he has adopted a politics that I, personally, find wrong and dangerous—it's the politics that lumps Stalin (or Saddam) in with Mohamed Atta and lands us in Iraq. But if this is now to become the core of Amis' work, we might find that he'll return to what he knows how to do—and return to it, for the first time, fully himself. We might not like it, and it won't be perfect, but it could genuinely be something to behold.



chatterbox
Obama, D.C.
The Obama Messiah Watch, part 3.
By Timothy Noah
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 5:32 PM ET 

Is Barack Obama the Light of the World? To answer this question, Slate has been gathering gratuitously adoring biographical details from newspaper, television, and magazine profiles of the U.S. senator from Illinois, best-selling author, Harvard Law Review editor, Men's Vogue cover model, Grammy winner, sot-weed addict, and "exploratory" presidential candidate. Today's entry is a Feb. 5 Associated Press story by Karin Stanton on Obama's genealogy. Although Stanton was unable to locate the Lord in Obama's family tree, she did find the father of our country:

Bruce Harrison, founder of the Waikoloa[, Hawaii]-based Family Forest Project, says he found links between the Democratic senator from Illinois and Presidents George Washington, James Madison, Harry Truman and Jimmy Carter.

Apparently the common ancestor is one Lawrence Washington, an English wool merchant born circa 1500. Lawrence is Obama's great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather on his mother's side. Lawrence was George Washington's great-great-great-great-great grandfather on his father's side. In addition to four presidents, Stanton reports, Lawrence Washington's descendants include Gen. George S. Patton, Adlai Stevenson, and Quincy Jones.

Stanton neglects to tell readers that this Obama ancestor built the Washington family estate in Oxfordshire, Sulgrave Manor, on land that King Henry VIII confiscated from the Catholic Church. She also neglects to point out that, according to the same genealogical database, George Washington is President George W. Bush's 11th cousin eight times removed, and that Dubya may be "at least a 79th great-grandson of the famous King Solomon of the Bible, whose name is synonymous with great wisdom." Talk about regression to the mean!

Obama/Messiah Archive: 
Jan. 29, 2007: Took very few notes in class!
Feb. 5, 2007: Mastered laws governing universe!


chatterbox
Obama Messiah Watch, Part 2
A Harvard Law wunderkind masters laws that govern the universe.
By Timothy Noah
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 5:48 PM ET 
Last week, Slate inaugurated the Obama Messiah Watch, a periodic inquiry into whether Barack Obama is the son of God. The Obama Messiah Watch will spotlight gratuitously adoring biographical details that appear in newspaper, television, and magazine profiles of the junior U.S. senator from Illinois, best-selling author, Harvard Law Review editor, Men's Vogue cover model, Grammy winner, and "exploratory" presidential candidate. The objective is not to insult Obama, but rather to restore a little rationality to the coverage of his potential candidacy. Indeed, those most awestruck by Obama invite suspicion that they're expressing the same condescension voiced last week by presidential candidate Sen. Joe Biden, D-Del., and President Bush when they praised Obama as "articulate." (The noninsulting term is eloquent.) Or they may just be gaga. Or—we can't rule this out—perhaps Obama really is the Word made flesh.

Today's entry is from a Jan. 27 Associated Press feature by Glen Johnson:

Obama analyzed and integrated Einstein's theory of relativity, the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, as well as the concept of curved space as an alternative to gravity, for a [Harvard] Law Review article that [Prof. Laurence] Tribe wrote titled, "The Curvature of Constitutional Space."

By this measure, thousands of reasonably bright high-school students across the United States are destined to become president. (AP's Johnson gets extra credit for redundancy: Einstein's General Theory of Relativity includes the concept of curved space.)

Obama/Messiah Archive: 
Jan. 29, 2007: "The Obama Messiah Watch"



clive's lives
Cultural Amnesia
The secret art of the talk-show host.
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 7:17 AM ET 

Why is Anna Akhmatova's legacy important? What was shameful about Jorge Luis Borges' career? These are the kinds of questions esteemed critic Clive James poses and answers in his new book, Cultural Amnesia, a compendium of the intellectuals, artists, and thinkers who shaped the 20th century. Taken together, the essays—presented in an A-to-Z format—offer a compelling alternative history of the last century and of the struggles of liberal humanism against totalitarianism. Over eight weeks, Slate is running an exclusive selection of these essays adapted for these pages.
"Anna Akhmatova: Assessing the Russian poet and femme fatale," posted Feb. 5, 2007.

"Jorge Luis Borges: Can a great writer be blind to the world around him?" posted Feb. 7, 2007.

"Dick Cavett: The secret art of the talk-show host," posted Feb. 9, 2007.



clive's lives
Dick Cavett
A talk-show host at his best.
By Clive James
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 7:17 AM ET 
.
How ya gonna keep 'em down on the farm, after they've seen the farm? 
—Dick Cavett, quoting Abe Burrows

Dick Cavett was born in 1937 in Nebraska. In high school, he was a state gymnastics champion and trained himself as a magician. After Yale, he began his television career as a writer for Jack Paar and Johnny Carson, and subsequently ruled as the small screen's most sophisticated talk-show host from the early 1970s onward. The talk-show format depends on a comic monologue at the top of the show, perhaps a few sketches, and then the star interviews. Cavett's format dissolved the humor into the interviews, and much of his wit was unscripted. The idea that one man could be both playful and serious was never deemed to be quite natural on American television, and Cavett was regarded as something of a freak even at the time. Eventually he paid the penalty for being sui generis in a medium that likes its categories to be clearly marked. His marvelous book Cavett (1974), composed along with his amanuensis Christopher Porterfield, is cast mainly in the form of a long interview; there is nothing quite like it, just as there has never been anyone quite like him.

As a true sophisticate with a daunting intellectual range, Cavett was the most distinguished talk-show host in America, if sophistication and an intellectual breadth were what you wanted. The only persona that he bothered to, or needed to, develop for working on camera was of a boy from Nebraska dazzled by the bright lights of New York. To fit that persona, he would freely help himself to ideas from his range of influences, stretching back to W.C. Fields and beyond. But he also had the capacity to make up great new stuff at terrific speed. 

Cavett began as a writer for the established hosts and he could write for anybody, matching not only their themes but their tone of voice. When he finally appeared on screen as himself, he had to match his own tone. He found that harder, but soon got awesomely good at it. By the time he got to me, in 1974, he had already interviewed almost every household name in America, and he was ready for the more difficult challenge of interviewing someone whose name wasn't known at all and of making something out of that. We were on-air, I had hummed and hedged about my reasons for leaving Australia, and he suavely sailed in with his own explanation, which I reproduce in the quotation above. The throwaway speed of it impressed me: If he had used the line before, he knew just how to make it sound as if he hadn't. A small, handsome man with an incongruously deep voice, Cavett was deadpan in the sense that he had no special face to signify a funny remark. He just said it, the way that the best conversational wits always do. He was by far the wittiest of the American television talk-show hosts, most of whom have always been dependent on their writers.

Before the American host sits down with his first guest, he must first be a ​stand-​up comedian: a joke teller. Cavett, having started as a writer, understood that condition well. But in his career on camera he was always more interested in the stuff that came after the monologue: the conversation with the guest. In this, he was different from Carson and anyone else who has followed in Carson's tradition, right up to the present day. Even Carson could be spontaneously funny if the guest (or his groveling feed man, Ed McMahon) opened an opportunity—the clumsier the guest, the more opportunities there were—but it was strictly counterpunching. Carson's successor on The Tonight Show, Jay Leno, does without the stooge but works the same way: The core of his technique is stand-​up joke-telling, and he keeps in shape by taking cabaret dates all over America. (When I was his guest in Los Angeles, he fired off jokes one after the other. I did my best to come back at him, but it wasn't a conversation: more like ​mouth-​to-​mouth assassination.) Of the star hosts currently operating, David Letterman comes closest to Cavett's ​easy-​seeming urbanity, but Letterman, for all his quickness of reflex, takes a lot of time to tell a story—with much eye-​popping and many an audience-​milking "Whoo!" and "Uh-huh!" Conan O'Brien, when he was starting out, gave you the best idea of what Cavett's unemphatic poise used to be like; but, as he completes his climb to stardom, he allows himself an ​ever-​increasing ration of havin'-fun hollerin'. It's an imperative of the business, and Cavett defied it at his peril. 

Cavett never mugged, never whooped it up for the audience, rarely told a formally constructed joke, and listened to the guest. To put it briefly, his style did not suit a mass audience, and in the course of time a position that had never been firm in the first place was fatally eroded. Perhaps he was too cultivated. His Upper East Side brownstone was full of good books, which the range of reference in his conversation proved he had read. (At Yale he had been an erratic student, but one of those erratic students who somehow end up reading the whole of Henry James, probably because somebody advised him not to.) Though temperamentally a nervous wreck, he seemed as much at ease among his civilized surroundings as Jay Leno seems at ease among his classic cars and motorcycles. When I appeared on his show, I was in New York to promote my book Unreliable Memoirs, which I suspected at the start would have little chance of securing an American audience. It was just too hard to classify: Most of the first wave of American reviewers had convicted it of trying to be truthful and fanciful at the same time. (A reviewer for the New York Review of Books had seized on my incidental remark "Rilke was a prick" in order to instruct me that Rilke was, on the contrary, an important German poet.) 

But Cavett had been so nice about the book on-air that I allowed myself to imagine he had actually read it. He asked me to lunch at the Algonquin, where he was delightfully fast and funny; and then later in the week he asked me home for drinks, where he was even better, because he was ready to talk his business instead of mine. I learned a lot from him in a tearing hurry. Discussing his disasters on-air ​(self-​deprecation was one of his charms), he put on a tape of an old show and ​fast-​forwarded to an illustrative moment. I can't remember who the guests were or what they were doing—it could have been Truman Capote attacking Sonny Liston with a handkerchief—but I can remember the question Cavett asked me: "Why did my voice get louder just then?" When I hazarded that it was because the sound engineer had racked up the level, Cavett rewound a minute of the tape and showed me the moment again. "It didn't get louder," he said. "The director cut to the close shot." Then he played me an example of a line getting lost because his director cut to the wide shot. Suddenly I saw it: The closeness of the shot varies the volume. I had already done years of television without figuring that one out for myself. That was the night I learned to wait for the red light on my camera before launching a ​would-​be zinger. The red light meant go. In later years, isolated individual tapes (called ​iso-​tapes in the trade) did away with the problem, but at the time it was vital information. Cavett, who did a minimum of four shows a week, knew everything about talking on television. 

It made him famous. He was never as famous as Carson, but he was famous enough not to be able to go out except in disguise. With a fishing hat pulled down over his ears he walked me along to Fifth Avenue so I could hail a cab. Years later I did his show again. He was just as welcoming, but he had even less time to spare; his show was fighting for renewal. The network executives thought he was finished and they might have been right. Those hundreds of shows a year had worn him out. In Britain and Australia, most of the talk shows go on the air once a week for a limited season. In America, it is more like once a day forever. The host's huge salary is his compensation for never being free to spend it. The ​joke-​telling machines can take that kind of schedule, because nothing troubles them in their interior lives except the problem of finding time to spend the money. 

Cavett's interior life was more complicated. For too long he had been questioning the value of what he did for a living. I think he really wanted to be a writer but couldn't face the risk of failing at it. The idea that he was born for television secretly appalled him. But born for television he was; even his comedy specials would have been enough to establish him as one of the most original ​small-​screen talents since Ernie Kovacs. I particularly treasure the blissful moment when Cavett was being loomed over by a luscious ​6-​foot blonde. Sheltering under her magnificent bosom, Cavett addressed the audience: "Allow me to present Admiral Harvey Q. Beeswanger USN, master of disguise." He had the wit's gift of making the language the hero—the gift of playful seriousness. 

In America, however, play and seriousness make uneasy bedfellows. Even a supposedly urbane magazine will contract a severe case of editorial nerves if a contributor cracks wise on a serious theme, and in show business the two elements, as time goes on, grow more and more separate instead of closer together. It might be said that the United States is the first known case of a civilization developing through disintegration. It might be said, but you wouldn't want to say it on an entertainment talk show. A licensed iconoclast like Gore Vidal could perhaps get away with it, but no Tonight Show host would dare try—or even, alas, be capable of thinking such a thing. There are special shows for that sort of stuff; Charlie Rose has the seriousness business all sewn up. 

There will be no Dick Cavett of the future. We should count ourselves lucky that there was one in the past. I count myself blessed that I knew him when he was still a small but seductive part of the American landscape. Eventually that landscape seemed to change its mind about wanting to include him, but it is possible that he had the idea first. At one point, toward the end, he was scheduled to do a set of programs in England for later transmission in America. I was one of the many admirers looking forward to his arrival, but he never showed up. Apparently he boarded the Concorde at Kennedy, had a breakdown before the plane took off, and was taken home. I never found out what happened to him afterward, and have never tried to find out. He would always have been a melancholic if he had given himself time, and perhaps he finally had time. A man looking for oblivion should be allowed to have it. Like Dick Diver at the end of Tender Is the Night, Dick Cavett sank back into America. He had already taught me my biggest lesson about television, far bigger than the one about the light on the camera: Doing television can be wonderfully rewarding in every sense, but if there is nothing else in your life, watch out.



clive's lives
Jorge Luis Borges
Can a great writer be blind to the world around him?
By Clive James
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 7:11 AM ET 
.
The great American writer Herman Melville says somewhere in The White Whale that a man ought to be "a patriot to heaven," and I believe it is a good thing, this ambition to be cosmopolitan, this idea to be citizens not of a small parcel of the world that changes according to the currents of politics, according to the wars, to what occurs, but to feel that the whole world is our country.

—Jorge Luis Borges, "Homage to Victoria Ocampo," in Borges en Sur


Jorge Luis Borges was born in Buenos Aires in 1899 and died in 1986,* near the end of a century that he had lived almost all the way through and done a great deal to shape. If we now think of Latin American literature as central to the Spanish world, and of the Spanish world as a vitally renewed force in the world entire, it has a lot to do with Borges. As a 20th-​century master artist, he was celebrated even by 19th-​century standards—famous on the scale of Tennyson, Kipling, and Mark Twain. By the end of his life, his every spoken word got into print: Dialogues with Borges appeared in The New Yorker as fast as they were recorded in Buenos Aires. By "The White Whale," of course, Borges meant Moby-Dick. (He was often very approximate about the details of his enthusiasm for literature in English.) When I encountered this idea of Borges'—that the whole world is, or should be, our country—I was wondering already if the idea, so attractive on the face of it to a displaced person like myself, was really quite right. 

Before interrogating Borges about his politics, it is wise, as it were, to go crazy about him first. The beginner with Borges can find a seductive entrance to his enchantment through the short stories collected in Labyrinths (1962), which transmit his poetic magic irresistibly even through translation. Borges on Writing (1974) is a painless introduction to the incidental prose. (As early as that year, his writings had been translated into 21 languages.) The accessibility of the ​story​teller is no illusion—as with Kipling, the stories go to the heart of his vision—and his essays and dialogues turn his vast learning into an intellectual adventure guaranteed to thrill the young, as he meant it to do. But if he created a fairyland, he did not live in one, and even in the exalted last years of his life as a blind icon there were voices among his countrymen ready to remind him that he should have tried harder to use his ears. His apparently detached political position was not regarded as beyond cavil by other Argentine writers, who admired his art but questioned his relaxation into international eminence at a moment when his homeland was in the grip of terror.

In 1979, when Borges wrote his homage to Victoria Ocampo (the founder of the cosmopolitan magazine Sur) in which this revealing passage appeared, the Argentine junta was doing its obscene worst. Surrounded by horror, Borges either hadn't noticed or—a hard imputation, yet harder still to avoid—he knew something about it and thought it could be excused. But even if he was confident that the political Brahmanism he favored could be pardoned for imposing itself by extreme means, he might well have detected an incipient challenge to his conscience. He had good reason—i.e., a bad reason but an urgent one—to suggest, if only to himself, that what was happening to his country was of secondary importance, because his first loyalty was to the world. But the world, not one's country, is the abstraction: an ideal that means nothing if one's first loyalties to truth, justice, and mercy have been given up. The old man was pulling a fast one. At this point there is a key quotation from Ernesto Sábato, one of Borges' most talented peers, that we should consider:

From Borges's fear of the bitter reality of existence spring two simultaneous and complementary attitudes: to play games in an invented world, and to adhere to a Platonic theory, an intellectual theory par excellence.

In Buenos Aires after World War II, there were two literary voices of incontestable international stature. The main difference between them was that only one was known to possess it. The whole world heard about Borges. But to get the point about Sábato, you had to go to Argentina. Both inhabitants of a beautiful but haunted city, both great writers, and both blind in their later lives, Borges and Sábato were linked by destiny but separated in spirit: a separation summed up in this single perception of Sábato's, which was penetratingly true. Borges did fear the bitterness of reality, and he did take refuge in an invented world. Sábato's fantastic novels were dedicated to including all the horrors of the real world and raising them to the status of dreams, so that they could become apprehensible to the imagination. Most of the dreams we recognize all too clearly. He didn't need to search very far in order to find the stimulus for them. All he needed was the recent history of Argentina. In Borges, by contrast, the near past scarcely exists: In that respect his historical sense, like his Buenos Aires, is without contemporaneity. His political landscape is a depopulated marble ​ghost ​town remembered from childhood, spookily hieratic like the cemetery in Recoleta. Before he went blind he would walk the streets only at night, to minimize the chance of actually meeting anyone. In his stories, the moments of passion, fear, pity, and terror belong to the ​long-vanished world of the knife fighters. Death squads and torture are not in the inventory. The time scale ends not long after he was born. Why did he hide?

Probably because of artistic predilection, rather than human cowardice. There are always artists who place themselves above the battle, and in retrospect we don't regret their doing so. In World War II, André Gide took no overt position about the Occupation, the biggest moral dilemma that France had faced since the Revolution. Yet we would not want to be without his journals of the period. Borges openly loathed Perón, but fell silent on everything that happened after Perón was ousted—fell silent politically, but artistically came into full flower, an international hit even as his nation entered the tunnel of its long agony.

Though it would be foolish for an outsider to quarrel with his enormous creative achievement—one might as well take a tomahawk to a forest—there is reason to sympathize with those native Argentines, not all of them Philistines, who can't help feeling that it was an accumulation of trees designed to obscure the wood. Borges, alas, had no particular objection to extreme authoritarianism as such. The reason he hated Peronismo was that it was a mass movement. He didn't like the masses: He was the kind of senatorial elitist whose chief objection to fascism is that by mobilizing the people it gives them ideas above their station and hands out too many free shirts. When the junta seized power in March 1976, he took the view that they weren't fascists at all, because the helots weren't in the picture. Most of the intellectuals of the old conservative stamp declined to cooperate with the new regime, and Sábato behaved particularly well. It need hardly be said that to behave well was not without risk: When everyone was aware of the hideous lengths to which the regime would go against ordinary people whose names meant little, there was never any guarantee that people of prestige would remain exempt. 

But there is no evidence that Borges ever felt the need to be afraid. His name and growing international renown were lent to the regime without reserve, either because he approved or—the best that can be said for him—because he was clueless. As the time arrived when not even he could claim blindness to the junta's war against the innocent, lack of information was what he claimed as an excuse for his previous inertia. Signing the round robin of protest that signaled the end of the regime's tacit support from the enlightened bourgeoisie—when their children were taken, they woke up—he said that he had not been able to find out about these things earlier. His impatient statement "No leo los diarios" ("I don't read newspapers") became famous among his critics as a shameful echo of all those otherwise intelligent Germans who never heard about the extermination camps until it was all over. It was pointed out with some pertinence that his blindness had never stopped him finding out about all the literature in the world. There was a torture center within walking distance of his house, and he had always been a great walker. He could still hear, even if he couldn't see. There was a lot of private talk that must have been hard to miss; a cocked ear would have heard the screams.

In 1983, after the junta fell, he was finally forced into an acceptance of plebeian democracy, the very thing he had always most detested. A decade of infernal anguish for his beloved country had at last taught him that state terror is more detestable still. It was a hard lesson for a slow pupil. On an international scale, Borges can perhaps be forgiven for his ringing endorsement of Gen. Pinochet's activities in Chile: After all, Margaret Thatcher seems to have shared his enthusiasm. But within Argentina, there are some distinguished minds that have had to work hard to see their greatest writer sub specie aeternitatis without wishing his pusillanimity to be enrolled along with his prodigious talent. Sábato's blindness, unlike Borges', was confined only to the last part of his life, but it was complete enough. His ears, however, remained in good working order, and when the time came he was able to take on the cruel job of writing about the Disappeared—the innocent people whose vanishing took so long to attract Borges' attention.

Correction, Feb. 8, 2007: This article originally and incorrectly identified Buenos Aires as the city where Jorge Luis Borges died. He died in Geneva. (Return to the corrected sentence.)


clive's lives
Anna Akhmatova
Assessing the Russian poet and femme fatale.
By Clive James
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 3:34 PM ET 
.
This lyrical wealth of Pushkin ...
—Anna Akhmatova, "Pushkin's Stone Ghost"

Born in Odessa, educated in Kiev, and launched into poetic immortality as the beautiful incarnation of ​pre-revolutionary Petersburg, Anna Akhmatova (1889–1966) was the most famous Russian poet of her time, but the time was out of joint. Before the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, Anna Andreyevna Gorenko, called Akhmatova, already wore the Russian literary world's most glittering French verbal decorations: Here work was avant-garde, and in person she was a femme fatale. Love for her broken-nosed beauty was a common condition among the male poets, one of whom, Nikolay Gumilev, she married. After the Revolution, Gumilev was one of the new regime's first victims among the literati: The persecution of artists, still thought of today as a Stalinist speciality, began under Lenin. Later on, under Stalin, Akhmatova included a reference to Gumilev's fate in the most often quoted section of her poem "Requiem": "Husband dead, son in gaol/ Pray for me."

In the last gasp of the czarist era, she had known no persecution worse than routine incomprehension for her impressionistic poetry and condemnation by women for her effect on their men. But the Russia of Lenin and Stalin made her first a tragic, then a heroic, figure. After 1922 she was condemned as a bourgeois element and severely restricted in what she could publish. Following World War II, in 1946, she was personally condemned by Andrey Zhdanov, Stalin's ​plug-​ugly in charge of culture. She was not allowed to publish anything new, and everything she had ever written in verse form was dismissed as "remote from socialist reconstruction."

Her prestige abroad helped to keep her alive at home, but also ensured that her life could never be comfortable: The security police were always on her case. In the 1950s she was rehabilitated to the extent that a censored edition of her collected poems was officially published. ("Requiem" was among the poems missing: Isaiah Berlin, who visited her in Moscow in 1946, was correct when he predicted that it would never be published in Russia as long as the Soviet Union lasted.) Unofficially, however, her work had always circulated, whether in samizdat or, in that peculiarly Russian tribute to greatness, from mouth to mouth, by memory. Akhmatova was the embodiment of the Russian liberal heritage that the authoritarians felt bound to go on threatening long after it had surrendered. As such, she was an inspiring symbol, but when a poet becomes better known than her poems, it usually means that she is being sacrificed, for extraneous reasons, on the altar of her own glory. In Akhmatova's case, the extraneous reasons were political. It should be a mark of reasonable politics that a woman like her is not called upon to be a heroine.

Some languages are inherently more beautiful than others, and Russian is among the most beautiful of all. For anyone learning Russian, a phrase like "lyrical wealth," from Akhmatova's essay "Pushkin's Stone Ghost," comes singing out of the page like a ​two-word aria from an opera by Moussorgsky. I noted it down as soon as I saw it. In 1968 the West German publishing house that called itself ​Inter-​Language Literary Associates produced a magnificent two-​volume collection of Akhmatova's works in verse and prose. I bought those books in London in 1978, when I was in my first stage of learning to read the language. I never got to the last stage, or anywhere near it; but I did reach the point where I could read an essay without too much help from the dictionary. (Memo to any student making a raid on the culture of another language: Essays are always the easiest way in.) Reading Akhmatova's essays, one is soon convinced that she would have been an excellent ​full-​time critic of literature if she had been given permission. But of course she wasn't, which brings us immediately to the point.

If the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution had never happened, the cafes of Petersburg and Moscow would probably have dominated this discussion. Petersburg, in particular, would have rivaled Vienna. (If the Nazis had never come to power, Vienna and Berlin would have continued to rival Paris, but that's another matter.) The Russian cultural upsurge in the years before the Revolution was so powerful that after the Revolution it took a while to slow down. Largely because the new regime took some time to purge itself of apparatchiks with a taste for the artistically vital, the Revolution, inheriting an unprecedented cultural efflorescence, spent its first decade or so looking like the benevolent guardian of a realized dream. ​Left-​leaning culturati in the West were able to fool themselves for decades afterward that a totalitarian regime had somehow opened up new possibilities for making art a political weapon in the eternal struggle to free the people's creative will. The dazzle-​painted agitprop trains and the snappily edited newsreels of Dziga Vertov were seen as signs of vigor, which they were, and of truth, which they were not.

Among the Soviet Union's apologists in the West, it was commonly supposed that, while the self-​exiled Stravinsky no doubt enjoyed his personal freedom, Prokofiev and Shostakovich gained from being thought important by the power that paid them, and that this putatively fruitful relationship between creativity and a centralized state had been established in the early years after the Revolution. In reality, the intelligentsia was already doomed, simply because Anatoly Luna​charsky, the commissar for culture, wielded absolute power over the artists. He could wield it benevolently only with the indulgence of his superiors, which was withdrawn in 1929, the year the nightmare began to unfold unmistakably even to those who had been carried away when they thought it was a dream. (Awareness could be fatal: Mayakovsky, the poet most famous for transmitting state policy through works of art, shot himself not because he was mad, but because he was mad no longer—he had suddenly woken up to the dreadful fact that his creative enthusiasm had been used to cosmeticize mass murder.)

Akhmatova, to her credit, had always tried to stay aloof from the Revolution. But the Revolution was never likely to pay her the courtesy of staying aloof from her. As early as 1922, her poetry had been correctly identified as politically unhelpful. The ban on publishing new work was relaxed temporarily in 1940, but we need to remember that Akhmatova, as a poet, was never really allowed to function. She earned her living mainly from translation and journeywork in prose. (As a consequence, a threat in 1947 to expel her from the Writers' Union was tantamount to a sentence of death.) Praising Pushkin, as she did in the essay that mentioned his "lyrical wealth," was as close as she was allowed to get to saying something subversive. It was permissible to value a poet's specifically poetic gifts as long as the poet was accepted as exemplifying—or, in Pushkin's case, heralding—the correct political direction.

But if she had been caught even thinking about the "lyrical wealth" of, say, Osip Mandelstam, she would have been in even more trouble than usual. Osip Mandelstam had been murdered by Stalin in 1938. There had been a time when Osip, like most of the male poets of his generation, had been in love with Akhmatova. She had returned his affection, much to the annoyance of his wife, Nadezhda, who, in her essential book Hope Against Hope, can be found forgiving Akhmatova for alienating Osip's affections. Nadezhda Mandelstam knew that the glamorous Akhmatova, like Tolstoy's Natasha Rostova, needed to be adored: She was a vamp by nature. If there had been no revolution, Akhmatova could have made her seductive nature her subject, in the manner of Edna St. Vincent Millay but to even greater effect. History denied her the opportunity to sublimate her frailties. It made her a heroine instead. There were crueler fates available in Stalinist Russia, but that one was cruel enough.

What we have to grasp is that it needn't have happened to her. That's what history is: the story of everything that needn't have been like that. We also have to grasp that art proves its value by still mattering to people who have been deprived of every other freedom; indeed, instead of mattering less, it matters more. For the Russians, Akhmatova was iconic not just for what she had done, but for the majesty of what she had not been allowed to do. In Nina Berberova's delightful book about her life as a Russian emigré, The Italics Are Mine (1991), she tells the story of the Writers' Library, the bookshop in Moscow where the books of the old intelligentsia were traded for food after the Revolution. If there had been no revolution, the Writers' Library would have gone on being one of the most enchanting bookshops in the world. You could eat there, have a drink, write a poem, fall in love, and, above all, speak freely. It was a literary cafe. All too soon, there were no such places left in Russian cities. There was nowhere to lead the life of the mind except in the mind. That thought would reduce us to despair if it were not for the evidence that humanist values are real, not notional: They persist even in conditions of calculated deprivation. 1947 was a particularly bad year for Akhmatova. Every effort was made to deprive her of almost everything except life. Yet she could call herself rich. With Pushkin to read, she still had "lyrical wealth." The belief that such wealth is our real and inextinguishable fortune is the belief behind this project.



corrections
Corrections
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 10:42 AM ET 
In the Feb. 7 "Clive's Lives" book excerpt, Clive James incorrectly identified Buenos Aires as the city where Jorge Luis Borges died. He died in Geneva.

In the Feb. 6 "Explainer," Torie Bosch incorrectly stated that ground fault circuit interrupters measure power. GFCIs measure current.

In the Feb. 6 "Summary Judgment," Doree Shafrir misidentified Fall Out Boy's Infinity on High as the band's second album. It is the band's fourth full-length album.

In the Feb. 1 "Jurisprudence" Dahlia Lithwick mistakenly referred to "Charleston, N.C." Charleston is in South Carolina.

In the Jan. 30 "Food" about Top Chef, Sara Dickerman mistakenly stated that Marcel Vigneron showed off his knife collection unbidden, when Ilan Hall initiated the knife show-and-tell.

In the Jan. 28 "Middlebrow" Bryan Curtis misstated a quote from Tim Zagat. The correct quote should read, "I would never replace Einstein with 100 physicists, but I would replace a restaurant critic with a hundred customers." He also misstated the highest-ranked French restaurant in the Zagat survey. It is Le Bernardin, not Daniel.



culturebox
A Very Nasty Portrait of the Artist
How Factory Girl insults Andy Warhol.
By Jim Lewis
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 12:56 PM ET 

There's a moment about midway through Factory Girl, the latest rehashing of Edie Sedgwick's life and Andy Warhol's career, when the movie suddenly goes from being merely very bad to being truly revolting. The setup is this: Sedgwick, a lovely but very unhappy girl from a wealthy but very unhappy family, comes down to New York from Boston in search of attention and the excitement of art. She finds both in Warhol's studio: Andy has started making films; Edie is both photogenic and game. He turns her into an underground star, and she, in turn, finds a place in Warhol's coterie of drag queens, drug addicts, gay men, hustlers, fashion mavens, socialites, and assorted hangers-on. So far, so good: All of this is true enough, as Hollywood movies go, anyway.

Then she meets … well, it's a little hard to say who, exactly, she meets. The character is obviously meant to be Bob Dylan, with whom Sedgwick apparently did have some kind of brief affair, but Dylan threatened to sue the filmmakers, and the character is given a ludicrous pseudonym: "the Musician." 

In the movie, the Musician is everything that Warhol is not: a good, red-blooded American boy, heterosexual, motorcycle-riding, and what's more, a poet—no, a prophet—and a paragon of anti-materialism and truth-telling. In short, he's an insufferable prig, a smug and arrogant philistine, and it's no wonder Dylan disavowed him vehemently. 

Edie, on the other hand, seems to fall in love with him and so, alas, do the filmmakers, who concoct a brief and improbable moment of wholesomeness for the two of them. They ride the Musician's motorcycle upstate; he ditches it in a lake to show how little he cares for the toys his wealth has brought him; they talk about her childhood; they make love, in front of a fireplace, no less; and then Edie goes horseback riding.

All of this would be silly enough; what makes it disgusting is a brief cutaway, lasting about nine seconds, showing Warhol sitting all alone in his vast, cold studio, rapturously watching a film of Sedgwick that he's projecting on the wall. The movie cuts back to Sedgwick and the Musician romping, and I realized at once that I wasn't watching a film about Andy and Edie at all; I was watching an allegory of the Evil Fag, who battles with the Good Man for the soul of the Lost Girl. The Evil Fag, you see, is simply a failed heterosexual, frustrated and rancorous; the Lost Girl is well-meaning but confused; and the Good Man does his best to set her straight.

In Factory Girl, it all comes to a showdown. The Musician shows up at Warhol's factory for a screen test. Warhol coos and does his best to be accommodating; the Musician says things like, "No, man, don't sweat it," and then makes fun of Warhol's work. And so on: It all goes very badly. At one point, the Musician tries to pass a joint to Warhol, who didn't do drugs and who therefore demurs. "Do you smoke, man, or do just that faggy speed shit?" he asks, managing in one short sentence to sum up the film's loathsome combination of sanctimoniousness, hypocrisy, and bigotry. Luckily, one of Warhol's cronies immediately replies, "Just the faggy speed shit"—the only line in the movie that made me smile. As Dave Hickey once said, in a not dissimilar context, I'll take the real fake over the fake real any day.

Finally, the Musician walks out, with Edie following in tears. "What the hell was that?" she asks. "He's my friend."

"Baby, your friend is a bloodsucker," the Musician answers, though I suspect "cocksucker" was the word he was looking for.

It's all downhill from there. Edie makes the mistake of going back to Andy, but soon she's been passed over for the next Factory Superstar, and then she does a lot of drugs, moves to California, gets clean, and then suddenly ODs and dies, and let that be a lesson to you: The Evil Fag destroys women. The last we hear from the Musician, he's instructing his manager to help Edie out with some cash. The last thing Warhol says is "I never really knew her," and if you think that makes him sound like Judas, you're getting the idea.

Watching Factory Girl is like sitting through some risible remake of Laura, the great '40s noir that brought Clifton Webb, in the role of Waldo Lydecker, hissing and drawling opposite Gene Tierney, until she's rescued by Dana Andrews. The difference, of course, is that 1944 is not 2007; that Webb attacks his role with such energy and élan that one can't help but root for him; and that Lydecker is not, after all, a real person.


I should be pointing out that Warhol was a great artist and a great filmmaker, that he made paintings and movies the likes of which no one had ever seen before—and so he did, though you'd never know it from Factory Girl. I should be telling you that he was also, and not surprisingly, an exceedingly complicated man, that Edie, for all her winsomeness and beauty, was a suicide looking for an excuse, and that Dylan was such a minor character in that scene that it's bewildering to find him in this movie at all, and preposterous to portray him as Warhol's tormentor. I should be reminding you that the times were, by all accounts, hectic if not hysterical, and that Sedgwick was not the only one who paid the price. Warhol was shot, almost to death, by one of his more unstable hangers-on, but you wouldn't know that from watching the movie, either.

But I want to say something else, instead. The visual arts have traditionally been a refuge for marginal people: queers and misfits, fragile and disobedient people, the flamboyant and the terminally shy, some brilliant people, some shallow people, and quite a few con artists; and Warhol's Factory was open to all of them. There's a great deal more to art than that, of course; there's hard work and scholarship and as much to think about as there is in poetry or novels or philosophy. But many of us first came to the art world because decades earlier Warhol had made it seem like a wonderful place to be, and besides that, a home. So Factory Girl isn't just a bad movie, it's a 90-minute insult to the culture it pretends to be capturing, and what I really want to say—as I would almost never say of anything I see or read or listen to—is that I hated it.



day to day
Space Sex
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 1:38 PM ET 
Thursday, Feb. 8, 2007
Explainer: Love in Space
NASA astronaut Lisa Nowak is charged with attempting to kidnap and murder a fellow female astronaut, whom she considered a love rival. "The Explainer" explores whether there's ever been a love affair in space. Listen to the segment.

Wednesday, Feb. 7, 2007
Medical Examiner: Study Offers Options for Treating Colic
Many parents are tormented by the cries of their colicky babies. But a new study offers treatment options that could ease the symptoms. Dr. Sydney Spiesel speaks with host Madeleine Brand. Listen to the segment.

Moneybox: If Iraq Were a Corporation ...
If the Iraq war effort were a Fortune 500 corporation, which one would it be? Dan Grosstalks with Madeleine Brand about how the U.S. war operation looks a lot like the Ford Motor Co. Listen to the segment.

Tuesday, Feb. 6, 2007
Politics: Senate GOP Blocks Debate on Iraq Resolution
Senate Republicans headed off debate over a bipartisan nonbinding resolution on the Iraq war Monday. Even Republican supporters of the resolution voted against debating the measure. John Dickerson talks with Madeleine Brand. Listen to the segment.



dear prudence
The Princess Diaries
How do I fight my mother-in-law's efforts to pamper and spoil my daughter?
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 7:10 AM ET 
Get "Dear Prudence" delivered to your inbox each week; click here to sign up. Please send your questions for publication to[image: image2.png]


 prudence@slate.com. (Questions may be edited.)

Dear Prudie,
I have a lovely, supportive husband and two darling children, a girl age 4 and a son who's 1 and a half. I adore my mother-in-law in almost every way except one. She is a self-proclaimed princess and the quintessential girly girl, which I respect as a choice she has made for herself, but it is simply not my style. The problem is that she tries to project this on to my daughter. I'm trying to raise children who are respectful, grateful, and do not have a sense of entitlement. I find this princess mentality completely contrary to what I want to teach my children, particularly my daughter. Yes, I played princess as a girl, so I don't mind a crown, a wand, or a tutu every once in a while, but it really irritates me when my daughter receives three of each from her grandma. I already feel like I'm fighting a societal war, anyway, with the bombardment of "princess" and that spoiled attitude I despise every time I walk into a store. My husband has talked to his mother, but ultimately feels like it's our parenting that will guide her, not what toys she gets. Am I worried for nothing, or am I doomed to have a pampered, spoiled 16-year-old despite my best efforts?

—Anti-royalty

Dear Anti,
Let your daughter play princess and fairy and ballerina! Be grateful that your mother-in-law wants to do this so much, so you can do less (and suggest that your daughter keep a stash of this stuff at Grandma's for when she visits there). Are you aware that both you and your mother-in-law are engaging in fantasy play of your own—each envisioning the teenage princess this nursery-school-age child will be? If your daughter wants to play princess, you will only be frustrated if you try to force her to build something with the Erector Set. If your daughter doesn't have a girly girl heart, your mother-in-law will have to accept that she must wear her tiaras alone. But it's one thing to play princess, and another to go through life acting like a princess. That has nothing to do with dress-up clothes, but with the standards of behavior you set, which your mother-in-law should abide by. And in five years, if your daughter seems stuck in princessland, get her the series of historical books on real princesses, The Royal Diaries. After reading about assassinations, beheadings, and betrayals, any would-be princess will want to become an electrical engineer instead. 

—Prudie

Dear Prudence,
My son is 21, a junior in college, and seriously dating an 18-year-old freshman. He brought her to our house for Thanksgiving, and she is attractive and charming. The problem is that we are Jewish and have mandated to our three sons that they must marry a Jewish woman. We are heartbroken that he is dating a non-Jewish woman. We are not sure if we should forbid him from dating her or if we should leave them alone and hope that they break up and he finds a nice Jewish woman to marry. Please don't tell me that I should get over this and accept whoever he wants to marry. My wife and I cannot accept a daughter-in-law of a different faith. I don't want to over- or underreact, and don't know what to do.

—Heartbroken 

Dear Heartbroken,
How's that going to work, your mandating that they marry Jewish women—will they be banished from the shtetl if they don't? You must secretly want gentile daughters-in-law, because if you continue with your current approach (how do you forbid a grown man from dating someone?), you are on track to get three. Since you are observant Jews, perhaps you've run across an account of the temptation of forbidden fruit? Constant harangues about non-Jewish women will only increase their allure. I truly understand your desire to have your sons marry Jews and raise Jewish children. Surely over the years, you have expressed to them in positive terms the joys of having a Jewish family and your hopes about Jewish continuity. Now, the best thing you can do is make your home as appealing as possible. And if any of your sons decide to marry non-Jews, your best chance for having these women embrace Judaism is to be embraced by their loving, Jewish family.

—Prudie

Dear Prudence,
An old resentment has crept back into my life and I am unsure how to handle it. My mother died when I was 15, and my father remarried within a year of her death. Along with my new "mother," I got a stepbrother who was a drug addict. My new family life revolved around the drama of his addiction and criminal entanglements. All of the money Dad had saved for my college education went to pay for multiple rehab attempts and attorneys. I worked and took out loans for college, and now pay back several hundred dollars a month. My stepbrother has, thankfully, been clean for a couple of years and is getting married. My father and stepmother are giving him a $20,000 mortgage down payment as a wedding gift. They say that he's had a "hard life" and this will make starting out easier. I thought I was over my resentment about the college money. I can handle my loans, but have an exceedingly lean budget—I would welcome help. Should I talk to my father, who has expressed pride in both my accomplishments and my independence? If so, what do I say? I know I'm not entitled to anything, but feel like I'm being punished (or at least overlooked) for being responsible.

—Angry Again

Dear Angry,
You are accomplished and independent, but that doesn't mean you shouldn't be angry that your college fund was raided. Fine that your stepbrother is getting a nest egg, but why aren't you entitled to restitution for the debt you were forced to take on? Go out to dinner and have a private talk with your father. Tell him you're glad your stepbrother has straightened out his life, but that paying off your education will take years, and now that your stepbrother's crises have passed, you hope your father can help you with that burden. Be prepared to be slapped down. Your father has probably felt very guilty about all this, but reassured himself that you turned out better and stronger because of it. Also consider that you're dealing with more issues than just this one. Your mother was taken away and you didn't even have time to mourn or share a life with your father before you were forced to become part of a new, unhappy family. You might want to discuss all this with a therapist—as you already know, buried issues have a way of working their way back to the surface.

—Prudie

Dear Prudie,
I'm a college upperclassman and have been with my girlfriend for about eight months. We see each other daily and are extremely happy with the relationship. Over the summer, she became close friends with a male co-worker and they spent all day together in close quarters. While they don't see each other as much now that we're back at school, they continue to talk all the time, usually through e-mail, instant message, or on social networking Web sites. From the messages he leaves and the way he talks to her, I think that he's romantically interested in her. I mentioned it once to her, but she doesn't believe he's after anything more than friendship. She recently invited him to our school to go with her to a big local party. I'll also be at the same bash, but my girlfriend is a bit of a party girl and a flirt, and I'm afraid that after a night of drinking, he'll try to make a move on her. I'm not sure what to do if that happens. Should I conduct myself differently at the party if he's in attendance? 

—Worrying Boyfriend

Dear Worrying,
If I were you, I'd be worried that my girlfriend is going on a date and it's not with me. Are you saying he's taking her to the party and you'll just be hanging around? What happens later when you walk in on them in bed—are they going to convince you it's just more social networking? Certainly a woman can have a close friendship with a man who's not her boyfriend, but it sounds as if you're possibly the one who is not her boyfriend. Before the big bash, you should have a serious conversation with your beloved (ask her to turn off her electronic communication devices first) about the rules of your relationship.

—Prudie 



dispatches
With Iraqi Refugees in Jordan
America led the intervention, now we should take a lead on resettlement.
By Anna Husarska
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 2:51 PM ET 

AMMAN, Jordan—After crossing from Iraq to Jordan through the windy and inhospitable frontier post of Al-Karama, a soft-spoken man who asked me to call him Timor Din finally felt safe. A year ago, death threats (he was doubly targeted as an engineer and as a Christian) drove him to leave his house in Baghdad. From the border he drove 220 miles across the desert, and when he reached Amman, Jordan's capital, he blended in. Once a teacher at Baghdad University, he now does religious paintings to make ends meet and is hoping to start a new life somewhere else.

TV images train us to recognize refugees: tent cities, plastic sheeting, food and water distribution, doctors in emergency field clinics, and so forth. With Iraqis in Jordan—an "urban caseload," in the humanitarian jargon—there is no such footage. How would I know that this charming man whom I met in an artist's atelier on King Talal Street is a recent refugee from the civil war in Iraq? The newcomers look just like the host population, although Arabic speakers are tipped off by their accents. 

Perhaps this is why the growing exodus of Iraqis was ignored for almost a year. After the 2003 intervention, Iraqis returned en masse. There are no precise data available, but according to UNHCR, the U.N. refugee agency, it was the February 2006 bomb attack on a Shiite shrine in Samarra that kicked off the big outflux. 

Exact numbers aren't easy to come by. UNHCR estimates that there are 700,000 Iraqi refugees in Jordan (and the same number in Syria), but the Jordanian government has not carried out any solid statistical studies. Jordan's population is 5.5 million—in the United States, an equivalent influx in proportion to the population would be 38 million refugees. 

Qualifying recent media reports about fleeing Iraqi refugees, Robert Breen, the head of UNHCR in Amman, says that there is nothing sudden in the flight—it is a "compounded emergency," that is, an emergency that has grown steadily over the last year. But it is an emergency all the same. Money is needed to assist such a large number of refugees. Last month, UNHCR appealed for $60 million for the coming year (twice the amount for 2006) to help hundreds of thousands of the most vulnerable Iraqis displaced internally and externally. (The appeal covers Iraq itself and five other countries in the region—Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt, and Turkey—that have received the largest number of Iraqis.) António Guterres, the U.N. high commissioner for refugees, is on a Middle East tour in search of a new strategy on Iraqi refugees. 

In theory, there are three options for those fleeing Iraq: repatriation, local integration in the region, and resettlement to third countries.

"At the moment, given the level of violence in Iraq, every single Iraqi should be considered a refugee [because they are] victims of violence," says Stéphane Jaquemet, UNHCR's regional representative in the Middle East. So, currently, repatriation is out of the question. Neither Syria nor Jordan is offering local integration to the refugees, and the difficult economic, political, and social situation in those countries doesn't favor local absorption. This makes the option of resettlement the most compelling. But it is not happening yet. In the first nine months of 2006, a total of 404 Iraqis were resettled worldwide, 151 of them in the United States. (In other words, in six months, the American government offers a chance to start a new life to as many Iraqis as are killed each day in the civil war that has followed the U.S.-led intervention in their country.)

The international community must alleviate the burden on the countries in the region, while offering resettlement opportunities to many more of the most vulnerable Iraqis. And the United States, which led the intervention in Iraq, must now lead in attending to the victims of the conflict. This would be a belated return to the best American tradition of offering a safe haven to those who have a well-founded fear of persecution in their own land.



dispatches
Dispatches From Fashion Week
The woman who taught Lindsay Lohan to sneer.
By Troy Patterson
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 7:39 PM ET 




From: By Troy Patterson
Subject: Nobodies Strike a Pose
Posted Friday, February 2, 2007, at 5:16 PM ET 

A simple plan, a velvet rope, an open bar—it doesn't take much to throw a party in Manhattan, particularly during Fashion Week, when the practice of hanging on springs to life as a full-fledged cottage industry and the shimmering oddities of the city's night life get thrown into high relief. Thus, the party at the SoHo Grand on Thursday night—a gallery opening for a photographer named Jeremy Kost—wasn't a Fashion Week thing so much as a happening at the downtown-art-hipster fringe thereof, just another scene at the intersection of the image business and the Champagne industry.

The SoHo Grand is a hotel, and if you've picked up a glossy magazine in the past five years, then you've heard of it. Pop Star X strides into an interview, turning heads. … Action Hero Y chews his salad with surprising humility. … The daytime decibel levels in the lounge are conducive to audio recording, and the place is so luxuriously bland that a celebrity profiler counts himself lucky when Starlet Z makes a joke about a stray bread crumb. The hard-core fashion crowd would rather be at the Gramercy Park Hotel—or at least someplace where they don't put a plastic band on your wrist as you enter a party, as if this were Spring Break in Myrtle Beach.

It happens that Kost's new photographs—blown-up Polaroids with a mythic tilt, a tawdry grace, and a Nan Goldin glow of terminal decadence—are fun to look at. But the party was all about the pictures being snapped within the SoHo Grand's gallery. A dozen photographers swarmed and roamed and clicked away. Furiously. At anybody, everybody. If the subject was actress Mena Suvari, then so much the better. If it was some random gallery assistant or a friend-of-a-friend or a 15-year-old, then so what? The Web has given the street-style photo new life, and all the new kids are adept at striking this decade's party-page pose—chin angled coquettishly, mouth cryptic, eyes smiling with knowingness, best foot forward.

I expressed my bewilderment at being photographed to a woman from the New York Times: "I'm nobody." She said, "You don't have to be anybody."

A guy came up trained his lens on the space between my chin and sternum. Click click click. "I think he shot your scarf," said the Timeswoman.

So, your correspondent must confess that, like a poser, he was wearing a scarf indoors. When in Rome, right? Right? It was really pretty harmless, considering claques of men in fur jackets, the stray women in stockings that cost more than shoes and shoes that cost more the month's rent.

The photographer pointed his lens at another photographer. Click click click.




From: Troy Patterson
Subject: Models Discuss Anorexia Over Pastry
Posted Monday, February 5, 2007, at 6:31 PM ET 

Though one can feel confident that Fashion Week is the occasion for more degenerate late-night merrymaking than your average dental convention, it's hardly the moveable feast of Caligulan vice that popular fantasy supposes. It wasn't, therefore, an outright sham that today's panel discussion on eating disorders and the garment trade—an hour-long meeting devoted to the new health initiative of the Council of Fashion Designers of America—began at 8 a.m. Designers, editors, and casting agents indeed turned up early to witness, over weak coffee, one of those pieces of theater beloved by corporate-responsibility officers, politburo members, and their ilk since time immemorial. 

The members of the panel—a group including an M.D., a fitness trainer, and a nutritionist—were gathered to talk about the issue of unhealthy thinness among models. Remember, we're talking about problems within the fashion industry here, so you might need to recalibrate your definitions of such terms as "thin" and "health": In a hallucination sequence in the new, compulsively smirking Sarah Silverman Program, the Loch Ness Monster tells Sarah that she looks so skinny that he worries she's been ill, and she glories in the compliment. That's not the kind of health we're talking about. 

We're talking, for instance, about Ana Carolina Reston, a Brazilian model who died of complications from anorexia last November, and about the Association of Fashion Designers of Spain, which has banned models with a body mass index of less than 18. American designers have declined to follow suit, arguing variously that BMI isn't a reliable indicator of good eating habits and that regularly weighing the girls might itself contribute to the psychological pressures on them. And rather than issue any mandates, the CFDA put forward some "guidelines" a few weeks back: Keep models under 16 off the runway; don't let those under 18 work after midnight; don't feed any of them alcohol at work; "raise awareness." Can't argue with that.

But arguing about the issues in any depth was, to the occasional frustration of even some panelists, a mere footnote to the panel. It was a piece of theater to express Sensitivity—an Oprah-era microdrama—and, as such, a modest success. The star was a model, of course. Natalia Vodianova spoke of her own struggle with eating disorders with conspicuous grace, quoting Oscar Wilde and elsewhere saying that her attitudes about food had been straightforward as a girl growing up Russia: "We ate to survive." This struck one as mordant wit … and then one started wondering what Fashion Week might have done to his irony meter.

Soon it was question time, and an unfocused discussion unfurled in a manner familiar to anyone who has ever turned on C-SPAN2 or gone to college. A woman stood up, identified herself as the mother of a girl who died from an eating disorder, and sincerely lauded the CFDA for its effort. (Oddly, sadly, one person vigorously applauded her applause.) Another woman stood up to give the CFDA the obvious business about the half-measures it was taking, and the rebuttal, which said nothing, was artfully couched. Donna Karan ventured that the bulk of the responsibility for the problem lies with the modeling agencies. And then it was over, and the croissants and danish had gone mostly untouched.

"Nice turnout," said one insider to another.

"Well, it's a hot-button issue. This week."




From: Troy Patterson
Subject: The Woman Who Taught Lindsay Lohan To Sneer
Posted Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 7:39 PM ET 


"When they said there was going to be a cocktail reception, I thought it would be around 7," a young jewelry designer said at a strange little gathering this afternoon for Fashion Week's official accessories exhibit. "Well, you know." It was fairly late in the party—around 3:30 p.m.—so things were getting out of hand. A photographer had actually hustled a cater-waiter bearing white wine (a jejune Riesling) into a photo op, chanting anxiously, "This is the shot. This is the shot." Another man passed some canapés that rather too closely resembled open-faced tuna-fish sandwiches. The editor of the luxury magazine of the Asbury Park Press was in full and glorious schmooze.

The venue was the lobby of Fashion Week's Bryant Park tent city, through which every attendee will pass this week, some of them eight times a day. One loves how the lobby's multibranded tackiness gives the whole game away. This is now Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week, so German cars flank the main entrance. DHL sponsors a "pickup" center that serves coffee. Chambord sponsors the coat check. MAC Cosmetics sponsors what appears to be a spot where sleep-derived journalists do stuff in Photoshop and mutter to themselves. There's an open bar that serves only drinks with dumb names. Such are the classier efforts.

The accessories exhibit, following in this vein, showcases jewelry, shoes, sunglasses, and purses. There were items to appeal to consumers of many levels of income and taste; some things actually were quite cheap, others just looked it. Two-hundred-dollar bags that looked like $400 bags. Peep-toe pumps designed for Payless. Seven-hundred dollar Timexes. Also, for some reason, vodka.

It wouldn't have been a proper sales pitch without a celebrity attraction. This took the form of Rachel Zoe, the celebrity stylist implicated in how Lindsay Lohan dresses and, now, handbag designer, and Alek Wek, the Sudanese model and, now, handbag designer. When the two posed for pictures, Zoe faintly curled her upper lip in a way that suggested she'd also taught La Lohan how to sneer. When asked about the rash of starlets and socialites who launch their own lines of bags because it's the chic thing to do, Wek, a trained painter and an earnest woman, wouldn't take the bait: "I hope they're happy with what they're doing." The waiter never did make it into the shot with those two. He was passing German wine, or at least so said his T-shirt. 



everyday economics
Women Are Chokers
Studies show they cave under pressure. Why?
By Steven E. Landsburg
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 1:06 PM ET 
Among the highest paid corporate executives, only 2.5 percent are women. Among the most elite scientists (those who have been elected to the National Academy of Sciences), fully 9 percent are women. Depending on your biases, you can read that as evidence that women are better at science than business, that corporations discriminate against women, or (if you believe that profit-maximizing corporations get everything just right) that the National Academy discriminates against men. 

If you have access to the World Wide Web, you'll have no problem finding theories, evidence, counterevidence, and polemics galore on this subject. Here I just want to talk about one bit of evidence regarding one of the many factors that might be in play: Women—especially high-achieving women—choke under pressure.

You can observe a lot of high achievers under pressure at a Grand Slam tennis tournament. Better yet, you can observe them under variable pressure: Things are a lot tenser when the score is 5-5 than when it's 0-0. Professor Daniele Paserman of Hebrew University made good use of this variability at the 2006 French Open, U.S. Open, and Wimbledon tournaments. First, he assigned an "importance" to each point in each match. He did this by assigning probabilities to every way the match might unfold, accounting for players' ratings, the surface they were playing on, and the identity of the server. That allowed him to say things like, "If Roger Federer wins this point, he has a 60 percent chance to win the match; if he loses the point, he has a 55 percent chance." The 5 percent difference measures the point's importance. 

It turns out that by at least one measure—the number of unforced errors—men play equally well throughout the match. They make unforced errors on about 30 percent of the most important points, about 30 percent of the least important, and about 30 percent of all those in between. But women show a very different pattern: 34 percent unforced errors on the least important points, steadily rising to almost 40 percent on the most important. That's almost surely too big a difference to be mere coincidence.

What, besides choking, could explain those numbers? Maybe the closest games are usually played late in the match, when players are more fatigued; maybe more of those games involve weak players; maybe more of them occur at the French Open, where the court is harder to play. But professor Paserman tests all these theories, and none stands up to statistical analysis.

Another countertheory: Maybe women play more defensively when the score is tight. If both players just keep lobbing the ball back and forth, there can't be any forced errors, so all errors are recorded as unforced. In support of this theory, professor Paserman observes that women do play more defensively when the score is tight. (He measures defensive play by speed of serve, length of rallies, and so forth.) But, unfortunately for the countertheory, so do men. When the pressure's on, both men and women get more defensive (and by about the same amount)—but only women make more errors. 

Meanwhile, another band of researchers (Uri Gneezy, Muriel Niederle, and Aldo Rustichini, of the University of California at San Diego, Stanford, and the University of Minnesota) has been running experiments to see how men and women perform in competitive environments. First they have subjects solve mazes on their own; then they pit the same subjects against each other in maze-solving contests. The result? 

Competition—against anyone—improves men's performance. 

Competition against women improves women's performance. 

But in competition against men, women do no better than when they're working in isolation.

In spirit, that seems opposite to what professor Paserman is telling us. Women in championship tennis tournaments are always pitted against women, so based on the maze research you'd expect heightened performance—and it's a reasonable guess that when the competition gets tougher, performance should get even better.

But of course there's no real contradiction here: It's perfectly possible that same-sex competition in general improves women's performance, while extremely tight competition degrades it. And of course, these are very different populations of women. The subjects in the maze experiments were engineering students at first-class universities, which is to say they were a pretty elite bunch. But that's still a far cry from being a world-class tennis player. 

And of course, just as tennis players differ from engineering students, both groups differ from scientists and business executives. So it would be a bit of a stretch to conclude that what happens on the tennis court must happen in the boardroom or the biology lab. But it might be worth looking into.



explainer
The Price of Panic
Did Boston's bomb scare really cost a million bucks?
By Kathryn Lewis
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 6:58 PM ET 

Turner Broadcasting will pay the state of Massachusetts $2 million in compensation for a guerilla ad campaign that went terribly awry last week when devices meant to promote a show on the Cartoon Network were mistaken for the handiwork of terrorists. Boston's mayor first estimated the cost to the city at more than half a million dollars; a few days later, the attorney general's office said the prank took the entire state for $1 million. How do they come up with these figures?

It's not exactly scientific. The attorney general calculated the number by asking for a cost estimate from each of the eight government entities that were affected by the hysteria. These included three cities—Boston, Somerville, and Cambridge—as well as the Boston's public transportation system; the Massachusetts Port Authority, Highway Department, and State Police; and the U.S. Coast Guard. The responses included some neat, round numbers (like the $200,000 billed by the state police), as well as figures that were a bit more specific (like the $13,157 request from the highway department). Together, the expenditures totaled $578,766, but the attorney general's agreement with Turner included another $421,234 in "additional restitution funds," divided proportionally among the claimants. That conveniently put the total value of the prank at $1 million even. (Turner's payment included another $1 million in "goodwill" money for the Department of Homeland Security.)

So, how did these local entities come up with their numbers? The city of Somerville determined its expenses by computing the number of extra security personnel and overtime hours required, among other things. The transportation system's budget department tallied the cost of emergency bus lines, extra police staff, and lost revenue. The mayor's office in Boston wouldn't give any specifics, but a spokeswoman did say that the initial estimate of $500,000 was "a number they felt was reasonable" last Monday, though it later turned out to be inflated. (The city ended up with a $140,232 reimbursement for out-of-pocket expenses.)

Recent terrorism scares elsewhere in the country have led to similar feats of accounting. A few months ago, a 16-year-old Wisconsin boy was ordered to pay $38,345 after sheriff's deputies and sniffer dogs from three counties were called on to school grounds to investigate his hoax bomb threat. The restitution costs included compensation for "lost staff time" and $2,652 in thrown-out lunches.

A more daunting set of calculations was performed by New York State Comptroller William Thompson in 2002, when his office estimated the cost of the September 11 attacks at $95 billion dollars, taking account of jobs lost by the city, new jobs not created, cleanup and rebuilding costs, and decreased tax revenue.

Got a question about today's news? Ask the Explainer. 
Explainer thanks Emily LaGratta in the attorney general's office, Meaghan Silverberg in the Somerville mayor's office, Richard Walsh at Massport, and various spokespeople for Mayor Menino of Boston.


explainer
Do Astronauts Have Sex?
In space, no one can hear you moan.
By Christopher Beam
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 7:19 PM ET 

Astronaut Lisa Nowak is facing attempted murder charges after she drove nearly 1,000 miles to confront a rival for the affections of another astronaut, Bill Oefelein. Nowak said that she and Oefelein had "more than a working relationship, but less than a romantic relationship." Wait, did they ever get it on in space? 

No. Nowak and Oefelein were never on the same mission, so they couldn't possibly have joined the 62-mile-high club. But some of their colleagues may well have engaged in some extraterrestrial hanky-panky. Former and current astronauts don't like to talk about space-shuttle sex, and NASA says that if it's ever happened, the agency doesn't know anything about it. (NASA has never conducted official experiments on animal reproduction in space, says a spokesman.)

If astronauts have had space sex, it would have been very difficult. First off, there isn't much privacy up there. A regular shuttle is about as big as a 737, and the two main areas—the crew cabin and middeck—are each the size of a small office. The bathroom is little more than a seat with a curtain, and there aren't any closed rooms where two people could retreat. The space station, on the other hand, has a little more room to operate. The three-person crew generally splits up for sleeping time: Two of them bed down in a pair of tiny crew cabins at one end of the station, and the third might jump in a sleeping bag at the other end, almost 200 feet away. (The panel-and-strap design of a space bed might not be that conducive to lovemaking.) Astronauts also have a demanding work schedule, leaving them with little time or energy for messing around. Space-station crews do get time off on weekends, though, when they can watch movies, read books, play games, "and generally have a good time." 

Of course, speculation has been rampant. The first mission that included both men and women launched in 1982. But on that flight, cosmonaut Svetlana Savitskaya's reputation for toughness, not to mention her married status, stamped out rumors. The first married couple went to space in 1991, when training-camp sweethearts Jan Davis and Mark Lee served together on a mission. NASA normally has a policy against letting married couples fly together, not because they're afraid they'll have sex, but because it might hurt the team dynamic. However, they made an exception for Davis and Lee since the couple got married so close to launch time. (In this photo, taken during the mission, Lee has his arm around Davis.) Both have refused to answer questions about the nature of their relationship during the mission. In the 1990s, rumors circulated about unorthodox coziness between Elena Kondakova and Valery Polyakov on a mission to the space station Mir, especially after a video got out showing Valery playfully splashing water on Elena during the flight.

The question of space sex has prompted at least one hoax. In his book The Last Mission, French author Pierre Kohler claimed that NASA had commissioned a study on sexual positions in outer space. He cited a fictional document, widely available online, that describes subjects experimenting with 10 different positions, six of which required an elastic band or sleeping-baglike tube to keep the couple together in zero gravity. 

Which raises the question: Would space sex be any good? Recent research suggests it would not. For one thing, zero gravity can induce nausea—a less-than-promising sign for would-be lovers. Astronauts also perspire a lot in flight, meaning sex without gravity would likely be hot, wet, and surrounded by small droplets of sweat. In addition, people normally experience lower blood pressure in space, which means reduced blood flow, which means … well, you know what that means. 

Got a question about today's news? Ask the Explainer.

The Explainer thanks Bob Jacobs of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration and Laura Woodmansee, author of Sex in Space.


explainer
When Doves Fry
How come Prince didn't get electrocuted at the Super Bowl?
By Torie Bosch
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 6:53 PM ET 

Sunday's big game between the Indianapolis Colts and Chicago Bears marked the first-ever rainy Super Bowl. Prince's high-tech halftime show had viewers and critics raving, but all that equipment and rain looked like an electrocution waiting to happen. How do you keep soaking-wet performers from getting shocked?

You go wireless. The use of battery-powered, wireless equipment provides one measure of safety; performers and their crews should also check to make sure that any stray electrical current goes into the ground, and that they've set up a way to shut off power in an emergency. These safety procedures are standard practice when there's a lot of electrical equipment around, but they're particularly important when it's raining. Our susceptibility to electrical shock is greatly increased when our skin is wet—whether we're soaked with rain, or just a little sweaty. (Dry skin acts as a stronger resistor and can protect us from small shocks.)

Battery-powered wireless microphones, guitars, and other gear keep performers isolated from potentially dangerous electrical current. To get a shock, you have to become part of an electrical circuit between a high-voltage source—like a power line—and the ground (or a grounded object, like a ladder). Without coming into contact with both, you can't be electrocuted, which is why birds on power lines don't get fried. It's also one of the reasons why wireless equipment keeps performers safe in the rain—if you're not physically connected to the current, you can't get shocked. If wireless equipment isn't available, the use of low-voltage equipment can also reduce the risk of shock.

The proper grounding of electrical equipment can help protect anyone working behind the scenes, like sound engineers or camera operators, from possible shocks. (In 1976, musician Keith Relf of the Yardbirds died because his guitar wasn't grounded properly.) An assured grounding program involves two tests, both of which can be conducted with an ohmmeter to measure electrical resistance. The first test makes sure that there are no gaps in the electrical setup that could let current leak out and shock someone. The second test makes sure that the equipment-grounding conductor, which carries any extra current to the ground, is sending the electrical flow to the right place. Whether it's raining or not, making sure that equipment is grounded—that any stray current will go directly into the earth instead of into the poor sound guy who touches the wrong wire—is an important safety precaution. (Three-pronged electrical plugs, which refrigerators and other equipment often have, also ground the current.)

If an electrical shock does occur, devices called "ground fault circuit interrupters" can prevent a fatality. A GFCI works by measuring the amount of current going into a circuit and the amount of current coming out. In general, these two readings should be the same; if they're not, there must be a leak somewhere along the line, which could indicate that a person is getting shocked.* The GFCI, which costs about $10 for household use and is standard-issue on blow dryers, automatically shuts down the power when it senses a leak. The person might still feel the shock, but it probably wouldn't be fatal.

Got a question about today's news? Ask the Explainer. 
Explainer thanks Michael Morse of the University of San Diego and Mitch Ricketts of Kansas State University.
Correction, Feb. 9, 2007: This article originally stated that a GFCI measures power going in and out of a circuit. It measures current. (Return to the corrected sentence.)


family
Natural Enemies
How to improve the dreaded parent-teacher conference.
By Emily Bazelon
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 6:55 PM ET 
Last month, a Texas legislator came up with the radical proposal to make a skipped parent-teacher conference a misdemeanor offense. The law would fine parents $500 if they don't show up and squeeze themselves into those kid-sized chairs! A state education association gently suggested that reporting parents to the police may not be the best way to encourage their involvement. Teachers pointed out that some parents who are in the country illegally are already afraid of the authority a school represents. That's one big factor in why they don't attend in the first place. 

All good reasons for this bill to go nowhere. But what about the underlying premise: the usefulness of the traditional parent-teacher conference. More than 100 million of them take place each year, from pre-kindergarten through high school. Are we getting what we should out of this time and effort? Probably not—perhaps because we don't invite the kids we're discussing to come along. If we did, the research shows, more parents would probably show up, too.

The parent-teacher conference became a staple of the school year about 50 years ago. In most schools, the basic arrangement probably hasn't changed much since. Parents sit down with their child's teacher, go through a portfolio of the kid's work (if they're lucky), force out a few questions, and leave feeling somewhat enlightened or somewhat downcast. I've gone to a few great conferences that taught me something about one or the other of my sons and made me feel he was in excellent hands—better hands than mine. Much of the time, though, I approach parent-teacher conferences with overheated anticipation (we get to talk about my kid—hooray!) and leave with a sense of letdown. The teacher isn't dead wrong, just slightly off, and I wonder if she hasn't quite sorted out one of my sons from the other brown-eyed Jewish kids in the class.

In her 2003 book about parent-teacher meetings, The Essential Conversation, Harvard sociologist Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot warns against conferences that feel generic. To avert that trust-killer, she told the NewsHour With Jim Lehrer, teachers have to talk about children in "idiosyncratic, individual terms" so that parents "recognize 'Oh, yeah, that's my kid.' " And parents, for their part, have to ask specific questions and tell stories about their children, rather than falling back on the old "Well, how's he doing?"

Lawrence-Lightfoot borrows from 1930s sociologist Willard Waller in describing parents and teachers as "natural enemies." Parents zoom in on their own child. When they ask teachers to be "fair," they're really looking for special consideration for their kid. Teachers, on the other hand, have to treat each child as an individual while at the same time attending to the class as a whole. To them, "fair" means treating kids as equals and judging them by the same standards.

The parent-teacher conference can serve to reinforce the enmity, especially if it takes parents back to their own miserable school days. (Those little chairs are nothing if not infantilizing.) The conference can also cut through the adversarial posturing—especially, perhaps, if it takes the form of a three-way conversation: teacher, parent, and kid. Lawrence-Lightfoot thinks this should be the rule, not the exception. And not just for older students. She has seen 6-year-olds talk about themselves at a conference with "insight and discernment."

I ran this idea by my sister, a doctoral student in education at the University of Pennsylvania who taught for five years at a public school in the Bronx and at a charter school in Los Angeles. She liked it. From a teacher's perspective, conferences are useful because they push you to reflect on each kid and her schoolwork. To go through a child's portfolio with her, and talk together about her academic progress and behavior, would be all the more meaningful. And if the teacher needs the parents' help with an unruly child, "It's definitely better for the student to be there," my sister said. There's no confusion about who's saying what. Plus, the only people who know what the child is like both at school and at home are present, not absent.

One study of four schools with conferences that included students, by Diana Hiatt-Michael of Pepperdine University, found close to 100 percent parent participation. Those numbers could fall with a larger sample. But they still may be an improvement on the current rates of participation, which vary significantly depending on the socioeconomic makeup of the student body. Hiatt-Michael found that immigrant parents are more likely to go to conferences that include their children, who can translate for them. It's a simple way around the language barrier, which my sister said made the parents of her students less likely to show up, and made the conversation sketchier when they did.

The criticism of including students in parent-teacher conferences is that it gives them power they can't handle, at the teacher's expense. "A lot of the current school reforms take away authority from teachers: standardized curriculums and tests, giving them lists of books they're supposed to read," said Kathy Schultz, director of teacher education at Penn (and my long-ago science teacher). "This could feel like one more threat to them." True enough, but teachers and parents could still talk outside a child's presence at the end of the conference, or at a different time. (Everyone agrees that the conference shouldn't be their only point of contact.) Schultz pointed out that teachers would still direct the proceedings, by helping students set goals for the conference and figure out how to talk about their school selves. The main objection for teachers may be that including kids in conferences and conference preparation would inevitably mean more work. (Other proposals for improving parent-teacher relationships—back-to-school home visits, regular telephone calls—are even more labor-intensive.) 

Mostly, though, parent-teacher conferences probably haven't changed to include kids because schools don't change much. The calendar, the length of the day, the basic units of instruction—none of it has been radically altered for generations, whatever the latest instructional trend. Making it a criminal offense to miss a conference would, of course, be a big change. Instead of putting one more ounce of energy into a law that would harm poor and immigrant parents, we could consider another way to shake up an old staid system that would actually improve it for everyone.



fighting words
Appointment in Mesopotamia
Iraq's problems existed long before 2003.
By Christopher Hitchens
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 11:57 AM ET 

Replying to Fareed Zakaria's observation in Newsweek, about Iraq and the Iraqis—that "We did not give them a republic. We gave them a civil war."—Charles Krauthammer, in our common sister paper the Washington Post, expressed a fine contempt:

Did Britain "give" India the Hindu-Muslim war of 1947-48 that killed a million souls and ethnically cleansed 12 million more? The Jewish-Arab wars in Palestine? 

Alas, the answer to the above sarcastic questions is "yes." (In the first instance by staying several decades too long and then compounding the mistake by leaving much too fast—even unilaterally advancing the date of independence so as to speed up the scuttle—and by capitulating to Muslim League demands for partition; and in the second instance by promising Palestine at different times to both the Zionist and Arab nationalist movements.) However, this unpleasant historical fact—which has its own implications for Iraq—does not acquit Zakaria's remark of the charge of being morally idle. In many other people's minds, too, there is the unspoken assumption that what the United States does in Iraq is a fully determined action, whereas what other people do is simply a consequence of that action, with no independent or autonomous "agency" of its own. This mentality was perfectly expressed, under the byline of Marc Santora, in the New York Times of Jan. 31. Santora explained the background of the murderous attacks on the Shiite festival of Ashura: "At Ashura, Shiites commemorate what is for them the most formative event of their faith, a celebration that had been banned under Saddam Hussein. In recent years, Sunni militants, caught up in a renewed sectarian split, have attacked worshippers on the holiday." (My italics.) 

I suppose that might be one way of putting it. But a factually neutral way of phrasing the same point would be to say that three years ago, the leader of al-Qaida in Mesopotamia wrote to his guru Osama Bin Laden, saying that there was a real danger of the electoral process succeeding in Iraq and of "suffocating" the true Islamist cause. The only way of preventing this triumph of the democratic heresy, wrote Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, was to make life so unbearable for the heretical Shiites that they would respond in kind. The ensuing conflict would ruin all the plans of the Crusader-Zionist alliance. I can still remember the chill that went through me when I read this document and realized that it combined extreme radical evil with a high degree of intelligence. Santora's reportage is not alone in slightly declining the responsibility for facing this central truth.

If there is a sectarian war in Iraq today, or perhaps several sectarian wars, we have to understand that this was latent in the country, and in the state, and in the society all along. It was not the only possible outcome, because it had to be willed and organized, but it was certainly high on the list of probabilities. (The Saddam Hussein regime, which thrived on the worst form of "divide and rule," certainly represented a standing invitation to run this risk.)

In other words, those who now deplore and decry the "civil war" (or the "civil wars") must, in order to be serious, admit that they would have deplored such an outcome just as much if it had not happened on America's watch or had (like Rwanda) been something that we could have pretended to watch as disinterested or—even worse—uninterested spectators.

The habit of viewing Iraq as a crisis that only began in 2003—a lazy habit that is conditioned by the needs of the impending 2008 election—is an obstacle to understanding. Everybody has their own favorite alternative scenario of how things might have evolved differently or better. In some weak moments, I can picture taking the alternative advice from the European Union and the United Nations in 2003—let's just see how Iraq develops if left alone as a private fiefdom of the Saddam Hussein dynasty—and only then deciding that things have deteriorated to the point where an international intervention is necessitated. That would have been much less upsetting and demanding than the direct assumption of responsibility, and could have been triggered by the more familiar images of unbearable suffering and carnage, and could have summoned the Darfur-like emotions of guilt and shame, but it would perforce have been begun very much later—and perhaps too late altogether. 

Iraq was in our future. The specter, not just of a failed state, but of a failed society, was already before us in what we saw from the consequences of sanctions and the consequences of aggressive Sunni fascism at the center of the state. Nobody has ever even tried to make a case for doing nothing about Iraq: Even those who foresaw sectarian strife were going by a road map that was already valid and had been traveled before. Thus it seems to me quite futile to be arguing about whether to blame the Iraqis—or indeed whether to blame the coalition. Until recently, no Iraqi was allowed to have any opinion about the future of his or her country. How long did we imagine that such a status quo would have remained "stable"? Charles Krauthammer might be wrong about his specific historical comparisons, but he is quite right to lay stress on the point that—absent a complete evacuation of Iraq and the region—there was a rendezvous in Mesopotamia that could not have been averted. A general refusal to confront this fact is actively revealed by the use of the passive voice.



foreigners
Global Warming Is a Real Problem
The Kyoto accords aren't the solution.
By Anne Applebaum
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 7:06 AM ET 
"Worse than we thought." The headline in Britain's Guardian newspaper Saturday was almost gloating in its pronunciation of the bad news. The tone of the article that followed was no different: In Paris, a U.N.-sponsored panel, consisting of hundreds of scientists from all over the world, had just declared that average global temperatures will probably rise by 4 degrees Celsius over the next century. If so, catastrophic flooding, famine, and water shortages may follow, along with the extinction of up to 50 percent of existing animal species. Malaria and other tropical diseases may spread. Among the coastal cities threatened by the higher ocean levels caused by melting ice caps are, the paper noted—not without a degree of satisfaction—London, New York, Tokyo, and Hong Kong. 



Since the Guardian was not the only European paper to feature this story—Germany's Der Spiegel warned of "A Tropical Germany by 2100"—perhaps it's not surprising that the U.N. report also inspired politicians of various hues, across Europe and the world, to call for controls on carbon emissions and the fossil fuels that create them. The British environment minister called for an "international political commitment to take action." The head of the German environment agency said, "We must all change our environmental behavior considerably." So much was said about the need for "action" and "change" that it's a wonder the resultant hot air didn't make temperatures rise even higher. 

But don't get me wrong. I was convinced by the reigning consensus on global warming a long time ago, have accepted that human use of fossil fuels has caused it, and am very glad that so many European politicians take the words of scientists seriously. The question now is whether these same Europeans will start taking the solutions seriously, too. If so, they must begin by immediately abandoning the bankrupt Kyoto treaty on climate change.

For those whose memory needs jogging, let me remind you that the much-vaunted treaty—whose full name is the "Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change"—creates a complicated and completely unenforceable system of international targets for carbon-emissions reduction based on measurements taken in 1990. Critics of the U.S. president have condemned him for failing to sign it, conveniently forgetting that the Senate had voted 95-to-0 to reject it way back in 1997, a margin that surely reflects broad bipartisan opposition. At the same time, few of the Asian and European signatories are actually on track to meet their goals; those that will meet the targets, such as Britain, can do so because their economies rely less on industry than they once did. Canada and Japan aren't even close to compliance; China and India, whose emissions rates are growing most rapidly, are exempt altogether as "developing" countries—which, given their current economic strength, is absurd.

None of which is to say that reduction of carbon emissions is impossible. But the limitation of fossil fuels cannot be carried out with an unenforceable international regime, using complicated regulations that the United Nations does not have the staff or the mandate to supervise, with the help of a treaty that effectively penalizes those that bother to abide by it. Though I once thought otherwise, I no longer believe that a complicated carbon-trading regime—in which industries traded emissions "credits"—would work, even within the United States. So much is at stake for so many industries that the legislative process to create such a regime would be easily distorted by their various lobbies. 

Any real, lasting solutions will have to be extremely simple, and—because of the high cost implicit in reducing the use and emissions of fossil fuels—will also have to benefit those countries that impose them in other ways. Fortunately, there is such a solution, one that is grippingly unoriginal, requires no special knowledge of economics, and is extremely easy for any country to apply. It's called a carbon tax, and it should be applied across the board to every industry that uses fossil fuels, every home or building with a heating system, every motorist, and every public transportation system. Immediately, it would produce a wealth of innovations designed to save fuel, as well as new incentives to conserve. More to the point, it would produce a big chunk of money that could be used for other things. Anyone for balancing the budget? Fixing Social Security for future generations? Cutting income tax dramatically? As a little foreign-policy side benefit, users of the tax would suddenly find themselves less dependent on Gulf oil or Russian gas. 

Most of all, though, the successful use of carbon taxes does not require "American leadership," or a U.N. committee, or indeed any complicated international effort of any kind. It can be done country by country: If the British environment minister or the German chancellor wants to go ahead with it tomorrow or the next day, nothing is stopping them. If a future U.S. president wants to call on the nation to rally around a truly patriotic and noble cause, then he or she has the perfect opportunity. If the Chinese see that such a tax has produced unexpected benefits in America and Europe, they'll follow. And when that happens, we'll know that the apocalyptic climate-change rhetoric has finally been taken seriously.



gardening
Spade to Order
What to look for in gardening catalogs.
By Constance Casey
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 7:17 AM ET 

Come late winter, newspaper garden writers routinely deliver a column about plant and seed catalogs. I sympathize. There's not a ton to write about, with the ground half-frozen and the sun still low in the sky, and there are all these colorful catalogs littering the desk. It's tempting to adopt the cheerleading tone—why not get summer started right now by sending away for the new zinnia "Zowie," a gaudy orange creation being promoted by many companies?

Here is some contrary advice for home gardeners:
1. Read the catalog. 
2. Mark those plants you believe you cannot live without.
3. Fill out the form.
4. Tear up the form and throw it away.

This, alas, did not originate with me. It was advice I heard in a very entertaining talk by primo garden designer and writer Ken Druse. But direct experience has taught me it is really good advice. First, novelty is not in itself a good thing. Hot new plants, that orange zinnia or the yellow version of the usually purple coneflower, for example, are not proven good performers. 

Next, seduced by the glorious pictures of optimally healthy perennials and shrubs, you tend to forget the shape of your own garden. You buy one of this and two of that, in dribs and drabs, reinforcing an already strong tendency in garden enthusiasts to think about pretty colors rather than an integrated design. It's a sort of I've-got-to-have-that-Pucci-print-dress-in-Vogue impulse, except that you're stuck with a living thing you can't hide in a closet. 

Buying plants by mail has some serious logistical problems as well. The plants that arrive are usually dismayingly small and often traumatized from their trip. If they arrive on that April weekend you're away, they may die of thirst. It's better to get yourself to a nursery in early spring, look at those annuals or perennials or shrubs in the flesh/in the leaf. Touch them, move the containers around, see how three of them look together and how they combine with other plants. At a reputable nursery, you'll get reliable advice on how the plant will fare in your yard's conditions.


I'd bend the Druse doctrine if there's something rare that you can't get at a nursery (and, certainly, if there's no nursery within driving distance). I've really loved two rare-ish plants I could find only in catalogs. The first is a rose—Rosa chinensis mutabilis ($12.95) at Wayside Gardens—whose lightly fragrant flowers open yellow and, in a corny and winning manner, turn to orange, then pink, then red. This rose tolerates ridiculous heat and horrible humidity. The second is a bulb (thus travel trauma is not a problem), which will grow into one of the cooler things in the plant world. It's colocasia "Black Magic," aka elephant's-ear. Plant it in potting soil or fertile ground, give it partial shade and regular moisture, and you will have gorgeous purple-black leaves 2 feet long by midsummer. 

Another catalog category in which you can loosen up on the Druseian restraining order is in buying seeds. A brilliantly evolved organism that can still germinate after 3,000 years in some pharaoh's tomb is not going to be bothered by a ride in a UPS truck. However, remember that it is the rare home windowsill that has adequate light to grow seedlings. Rarer still is the house with grow lights, soil-heating elements, and humidity controls necessary to produce truly healthy little plants ready to take on the challenges of the great world outside. 

Your odds are much improved if you order the kinds of seeds that can be sown directly into the ground. Good bets: basil, beans, carrots, peas, salad greens, cosmos, sunflowers, and nasturtiums. Try morning glories if you have plenty of sun. Also consider a gorgeous morning-glory relative—Ipomoea quamoclit—the cypress vine, which has feathery foliage and small red trumpet-shaped flowers.

In her book of essays Onward and Upward in the Garden, New Yorker writer Katharine S. White noted of catalog authors, "they are as individualistic—these editors and writers—as any Faulkner or Hemingway." She wrote that 50 years ago, and it's still true.

There is one big change: Almost every plant catalog has a corresponding Web site; you can do your ordering without ever riffling through the paper version. The substance remains the same, and the range of styles still runs from the wildly and sometimes misleadingly exclamatory to the understated and calmly informative. The ones on the highly exclamatory side tend to be large format, on cheap newsprint, with fuzzy photographs or touching little paintings and an emphasis on making the neighbors green with envy. 


A typical one of this genre, from Kelly Nurseries in Faribault, Minn., has a sketch as illustration of a weird thing that used to fascinate me in my youth—"the fruit cocktail tree." Some hyperactive expert at grafting apparently figured out how to grow peaches, nectarines, plums, and apricots on the same little tree. We are promised that "the first bushel of fruit will pay for the tree." That bushel could, of course, come 10 years after planting. We will see. Now that I have grown from a studious little girl (perhaps the only 9-year-old to stay up past bedtime reading plant catalogs) into an adult with a credit card, I have ordered a fruit-cocktail tree.

Though the style of the famous Burpee catalog has been toned down in recent years, there's still some old-fashioned Babbitty boosterism. The 2007 inside front cover features the new "Porterhouse Beefsteak" tomato—"the greatest extra-large beefsteak we've ever bred." (Three plants for $10.95. Thirty seeds for $4.40.)

The catalogs for Wayside Gardens and Park Seed, the two giants in the mail-order field, based in South Carolina, are almost encyclopedic. Suddenly the whole world of plants, tropical to Himalayan, seems open to you, which is more than a little misleading. Growing a tropical datura, aka "Angel's Trumpet," from seed, suggested by Park, is a task that even the most experienced gardeners would hesitate to tackle. ("Fragrant DOUBLE Blooms Swirl Upward in Stunning Summer Display!")

Wayside's cover star is a new climbing rose, "Night Owl." The dark purple rose is $19.95 from Wayside and $26.95 from White Flower Farm. The higher prices you pay underwrite White Flower Farm's gorgeous glossy pictures, imaginative plant combination suggestions, and the farm's demonstration gardens. Professional gardeners often carry a copy in the truck to illustrate plants to clients but rarely order from it.


My favorite catalog in the tasteful, quietly informative category is John Scheepers Kitchen Garden Seeds. There's a growing sense as you read through items like heirloom red okra and black opal eggplant and quetzali watermelon that you're going to be spending all summer tenderly feeding your beautiful vegetables and tenderly boosting the immune systems of all your loved ones through your fabulous cooking of those vegetables.


Finally, there is the Plant Delights Nursery catalog, the very funny but not-easy-to-describe creation of confessed plant nut Tony Avent. The plants are not cheap; you'll pay $24 for hosta "Gypsy Rose," a mutation of hosta "Striptease." But when you fork over the money and receive your youthful little hosta (at that point it will be about $8 a leaf), wrapped in wet pages of the Raleigh News & Observer, you'll feel as though you've been inducted into a cool fraternity of plant hunters.

Editor's note: In response to a June column about rose names, a reader wrote in to refute a persistent and scandalous rumor about the history of the Mrs. Lovell Swisher rose. Click here to read the letter.
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More handy catalogs:

Avant Gardens
Dartmouth, Mass.
This catalog of unusual perennials is so sophisticated and understated that it doesn't need flashy illustrations. 

High Country Gardens
Santa Fe, N.M.
Great for Western gardeners, and in a few years all our gardens may be parched and windswept.

Seeds of Change
Santa Fe, N.M.
So organic you may feel too unworthy to order anything. But this is definitely the place if you want to grow 15 types of garlic and 29 kinds of peppers.
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Dear Ms. Casey,

I recently ran across your article "Who Smells Better, Ron or Nancy? How roses get their names," posted June 28. In it the following paragraph appears:

"The most famous case of a rose being actually pulled from the market is that of Mrs. Lovell Swisher in 1927," writes Peter Schneider in an e-mail. "Mr. Lovell Swisher was a prominent California businessman who had arranged for a rose to be named for his wife. A year or so later when he discovered Mrs. Lovell Swisher sleeping with the chauffeur, he attempted to purchase and destroy every Mrs. Lovell Swisher rose on the market." But he didn't succeed—Mrs. Swisher is still for sale—and on display at the Huntington Library Rose Garden.

I would just like to set the record straight, as this is a persistent story on the Internet. This is most decidedly untrue. I am a member of the Swisher family, and am the family historian. I personally know Mr. Swisher's son and know that his father and mother were happily married until Lovell Swisher's death in 1980. Mr. Lovell Swisher was a highly respected amateur horticulturist both in his home state of California and beyond, and was best known for his breeding of orchids and roses. The Mrs. Lovell Swisher rose, as well as the Mrs. Lovell Swisher fuchsia, are both readily available to the public, and Mr. Swisher's family is justly proud of both.

I know this seems like a small thing, but it isn't to our family. I understand that you use trusted sources for your work, however, in this case, Mr. Schneider's information is incorrect. If you would take the trouble to set him straight on this matter, the Swisher family would greatly appreciate it. Thank you.

Signed,
Swisher Family Genealogist



hollywoodland
The Norbit Factor
Will Eddie Murphy's tacky new comedy lose him an Oscar?
By Kim Masters
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 11:52 AM ET 

The Los Angeles Times gives voice Thursday to murmurs that the giant, tacky billboards for Norbit may not be helping Eddie Murphy's Oscar chances. The ads—which show a scrawny Eddie beneath Eddie as a fat woman—have also upset some black activists who have issues with the tired fat-black-lady stereotype, particularly during Black History Month. But the picture is apparently tracking well. And Stacey Snider—now running DreamWorks—says academy voters can differentiate between Murphy in this—pardon us—broad comedy and his turn in Dreamgirls.

Murphy hasn't run much of an Oscar campaign. He doesn't want to do a lot with the press (hoping to avoid any queries about the tranny hooker). He's such a pain that he's even balking at singing his nominated song at the Oscar ceremony. But in our brief, unscientific survey, no academy voter said that the Norbit ads would have an effect. The Times found only one unidentified consultant who hedged on the question. (An on-the-record voter said the campaign was "irrelevant.") So, it's hard to make a case that the billboards are doing any harm.

To us, the Norbit kerfuffle is indeed irrelevant. In our minds, he already won for Bowfinger.

There have been a couple of reports that GE may be pondering a sale of NBC Universal. We caught up with some Universal brass at a lovely party Wednesday night for the Oscar-nominated Mexican amigos—writer-directors Alfonso Cuarón, Alejandro Gonzáles Iñárritu, and Guillermo del Toro. (A few notes on that: Cuarón was sick in London, so only two amigos were there. Babel director Iñárritu made up for it by serenading the crowd lustily. And isn't it nice that these friends could get three different film companies to team up and throw a bash? Now, that's creative control!)

One Universal executive at the soirée said he believes the potential for a sale is real despite the fact that GE chairman Jeffrey Immelt has a genuine affection for the entertainment business. Another top dog at Universal says he sees no signs that such plans are afoot, but conceded, "I don't know, really, why they keep us."

GE would hardly be the first big corporation to find that a foray into Hollywood is a costly proposition. There was Transamerica, Coca-Cola, and even Sony, who had to write down more than $2 billion before the rest of its business went so much to hell that the entertainment assets started to look good. Most of these companies came to the same conclusion: Entertainment has been a business of vagaries even without the prospect of a terrifying digital revolution. And the industry attracts a ludicrous amount of attention, and attention means headaches. Years ago, a Hollywood player explained Coca-Cola's exit from the business by saying, "When you make the margins they do selling sugar and water, the entertainment business isn't worth it."

GE may well be feeling it. Problems with NBC's primetime schedule have attracted plenty of press coverage. The Universal film studio has been going through its struggles, too, and those probably would have drawn more media scrutiny if the warfare between Paramount and DreamWorks weren't sucking up so much ink. When Stacey Snider departed as Universal's chairman, she left some stinkers behind, notably Miami Vice. There was also a dearth of product in the pipeline as she was distracted by an unsuccessful renegotiation of her deal. The studio's big summer release, Evan Almighty, is said to be significantly over budget and on track to be the most expensive comedy ever made. It will need to be very commercial to justify the cost.

Certainly, GE keeps its eye on the numbers. And it isn't going to act precipitously. By now, Universal has been through so many ownership changes that no one should be too distracted by the possibility of change. (link)

Tuesday, Feb. 6, 2007
Fight Club: Monday's New York Times marked the latest salvo in the increasingly public quarrel between the DreamWorks gang and Paramount chief Brad Grey. A Business page article by Laura M. Holson seemed to suggest a declaration of war.

By now, the friction has become quite public. The story is complete with episodes that read like literary devices, so inconsequential and yet so freighted with meaning. Even before the Times article, the story of how Grey hung up on DreamWorks Chief Executive Stacey Snider had been aired. (Snider had called to complain that a press release—issued without consultation—made her appear to be an equal of lesser executives at Paramount. The hang-up was followed by a call of protest from DreamWorks principal David Geffen to Grey.)

The DreamWorks movie Dreamgirls has become a flash point in the conflict. There was Grey's decision to speak at the New York and Los Angeles premieres in defiance of the DreamWorkers' wishes. It's hard to remember whether someone reported how Grey allegedly booted the film's producer, Larry Mark, out of his chair at the Dreamgirls table at one awards-season event. Certainly the story of Grey's table-bouncing at the Golden Globes (first Dreamgirls, then Babel) has been covered as proof of the most feckless credit-grabbing.

All these reports were fruit borne by the grapevine. But now Spielberg and his colleagues have gone public. "I have some bargaining power," Spielberg told the Times in a faux-naive understatement. Though he could have walked away from DreamWorks when the company was sold to Paramount, he said, he chose to stick it out. But Spielberg made it clear at the time that DreamWorks had to have some autonomy. "So I take exception when the press is contacted by our friends and partners at Paramount, who refer to every DreamWorks picture as a Paramount picture. It is not the case."

It is useful to remember that DreamWorks began its life as the Jeffrey Katzenberg reclamation project. After Katzenberg was painfully ejected from his job as chairman of the Disney studio, his friends Geffen and Spielberg formed, reluctantly, a partnership that gave Katzenberg a home. Since then, DreamWorks has achieved many successes but has also faced a series of frustrations, from its abortive attempt to set up a physical studio, to the demise of its music and television operations, to the necessity of finding a buyer.

When a movie-hungry Paramount turned out to be the successful suitor, the conventional wisdom had it that DreamWorks would try to eat its mate. The widely imagined scenario was that Geffen—that maestro of behind-the-scenes manipulation—would find a way to install Katzenberg atop Viacom (which owns Paramount) in the job then occupied by Tom Freston. Katzenberg would then put Snider in Grey's job running Paramount. And finally Geffen and Spielberg would be off the hook, having found Katzenberg a new perch.

That plan—if it ever existed—was certainly ambitious. But so great is the admiration of Geffen's chess-plotting skill that some in the industry wondered whether Geffen had not advocated Grey for the Paramount job in the first place (which he did) with the knowledge that Grey would fail, setting up the denouement.

Such talk had to make Grey a little nervous. Especially, perhaps, since meaningful success has eluded him at Paramount. His hiring of former Fox television executive Gail Berman instantly proved to be a fiasco, and it dragged on painfully. Since his arrival, Grey hasn't had a significant hit. World Trade Center—the first uncontested green light of his regime—wasn't deemed Oscar-worthy or even Globe-worthy, despite an expensive effort to position it to advantage. (Babel, from the studio's Vantage label, has proved to be a tenacious competitor.)

Grey's most notable success has been buying DreamWorks. And it seems likely that DreamWorks will continue to provide the best bragging opportunities in the year ahead. It has Will Ferrell, hot off Talladega Nights, in Blades of Glory. (It's about Olympic ice skaters … oh, who cares? It makes a fortune, right?) And DreamWorks apparently is convinced it has a hit in its big summer release, Transformers, despite the fact that it's about giant robots and that it's directed by Michael Bay. (Spielberg has supposedly sanded off enough Bay-ishness to make the movie work.)

Paramount, meanwhile, doesn't appear to have a big summer movie of its own. And even if the studio is coughing up half the budget of Transformers, DreamWorks has made it clear that in no way will Paramount—specifically, Grey—deserve credit for it.

Grey seems to be counting on the idea that he bought DreamWorks, and by God, he gets to take a bow—or maybe many bows. That puts DreamWorks in a peculiar position. To the degree that it succeeds, Grey stands to benefit. The only possible recourse is to proclaim, as publicly as possible, that its movies are its movies and trust that the brass in New York notices.

That would be Sumner Redstone and his new chief of Viacom, Philippe Dauman. Dauman is not well-known in Hollywood, and the town seems to be split on what to think of him. Some figure he has ice water in his veins and cares only about the bottom line. (Whether Grey gets credit, in that analysis, for DreamWorks' revenue is not quite clear.) Others think that Grey has been successfully seducing Dauman, who may enjoy finding himself on a corporate jet with Grey's friend Brad Pitt, as has occurred.

And what of Redstone? He recently told the Los Angeles Times that the DreamWorkers "are entitled to a lot of autonomy" and they're getting it. Is the old man wondering what Grey is bringing to the party, or is the DreamWorks crew starting to annoy him? Redstone, a lion in winter, bared his fangs in recent memory, as Tom Cruise can attest. He's richer even than Geffen, and maybe he fancies himself to be almost as smart. Perhaps at this point he doesn't think Geffen should direct his personnel decisions.

We may be getting carried away, but here's an idea: If the DreamWorkers can't get directly where they want to go, what about an alliance with CBS chief Les Moonves? Many question Redstone's wisdom in having split CBS and Viacom in the first place, and certainly no one can doubt that Moonves would be only too happy to preside over a reunited kingdom. Don't ask us exactly how this would play out—we're not smart enough for that. Let's just call it a hunch. Of this much we're quite sure: There are more machinations in this corner of the earth than are dreamt of in our simple philosophy. (link)

Wednesday, Jan. 31, 2007
Catching up on homework: Well, we finally got around to slipping The Last King of Scotland into the DVD player. For some reason it took a while to bring ourselves to watch the bloody mayhem that must be a part of any movie about Idi Amin—and part of many films angling for Oscar.

At the beginning, there was the inevitable "inspired by true events" claim that is also mandatory for many movies angling for Oscar. After that unfolds a preposterous tale—and there are major spoilers to come—that left us wondering, exactly which true events inspired this? At a glance, the only facts in the film are that there was a deranged dictator named Idi Amin in a place called Uganda and, at one time, a hijacked Air France airliner landed there.*
The movie, based on an acclaimed novel by Giles Foden, tells the tale of a young Scottish doctor who finds himself a favorite of Idi Amin. The doctor can be rather plucky with Amin but generally ignores the growing evidence of the hideous truth. He busies himself with knocking up one of Amin's wives and then getting her an abortion. Unfortunately the boss is wise to him and has him hung by hooks thrust into his flesh. Far more fortunately, this hanging takes place at the airport at the exact moment when some Entebbe hostages are being released. A noble colleague sacrifices himself to free the bloodied doctor, who slinks off with the Entebbe hostages. His doomed savior admonishes him to tell the world of the outrages perpetrated in Uganda.

This series of astonishing events made us curious about the truth upon which the story was based. It was late, so we were left with Wikipedia. (In the Internet age, truth is easy to come by—right?) We found that the character of the young doctor was loosely based on a fellow named Bob Astles, who was neither Scottish nor a doctor. Twice married, he was an English adventurer who worked for Amin while running a pineapple farm as well as an aviation service. He later said, "I kept my eyes shut, I said nothing about what I saw, which is what they liked."

Astles eventually became the head of Amin's anti-corruption squad. "Until today, what Astles did or did not do during Amin's brutal tenure is conjecture," the Wikipedia article concludes. "He was feared, and considered by many to be a malign influence on the dictator; others thought he was a moderating presence."

It's imperative for novelists to invent, of course, but why does the film industry have a compulsion to palm off stories based on "true" events that are not just miles but light-years from the truth? Not that many people will see The Last King of Scotland—although more than might be expected, thanks to Forest Whitaker's almost assured best actor award. And how many of them will walk away thinking they've seen something that is more true than not? 

The bottom line is that Hollywood has little respect for the truth. When he was making JFK, Oliver Stone became enraged when George Lardner, a Washington Post reporter who had covered the assassination of John Kennedy, got hold of a script and denounced the story as preposterous. It wasn't fair, Stone said, to judge an unfinished movie by a screenplay. Pressed about whether the misrepresentations in the screenplay wouldn't also be in the film, Stone said the movie would represent an "essential truth," and that adherence to actual fact was less important.

And there you have the Hollywood attitude—the movie version is the one that counts. The only time we can remember that this approach was stuffed up the industry's nose was when the 1999 film The Hurricane was attacked for misrepresenting facts about boxer Rubin Carter. That episode did not teach the industry caution. Instead, a lot of time and expense is devoted to re-creating the look and feel of a period with no regard to what actually occurred.

Many will defend the Hollywood way as an exercise of the artist's prerogative. And obviously there are many immortal stories told in historical settings. But it would have been peculiar if Thackeray suggested that Vanity Fair was "inspired by true events" because his characters were caught up in the Napoleonic Wars.

And, if you are dealing with something as momentous as the assassination of a president, you might want to stick to facts that were dramatic enough. If you have a strong story—a fiction about a young doctor and an African dictator—why not just embrace it for what it is and lose the tenuous "true story" claim? Diddling with history, as we've seen, can be a dangerous business. (link) 
Correction, Jan. 31, 2007: The article originally and incorrectly identified a hijacked Air France airliner as an El Al airliner. (Return to the corrected sentence.) 



human guinea pig
My Starvation Diet
I've cut back to 1,500 calories a day. Will I live to be 120 years old?
By Emily Yoffe
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 1:03 PM ET 

By my sixth day following the calorie restriction with optimum nutrition plan, a way of eating—or not eating—in order to live to the horrifying-to-contemplate age of 120, I found myself having hostile conversations about chocolate with a dead man. The man was Dr. Roy Walford, a UCLA pathologist who is largely responsible for creating the modern science of life extension through food reduction. In his experiments, he found that laboratory mice fed about half of a normal diet lived about twice as long as their better-fed counterparts—the mousy equivalent of about 160 human years. 

The underfed mice also retained their sleek coats and ability to zip through mazes into old age, while normally fed mice ended up scruffy and lost. Subsequent investigations in animals ranging from fruit flies to dogs to primates have confirmed the benefits of going through life hungry. Walford became his own lab animal, putting himself on a severe diet in his 50s with the idea that it would allow him to continue to do research and chase women when he reached triple digits.

This plan was interrupted by his death at the un-biblical age of 79, due to amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or Lou Gehrig's disease. (Walford wrote that following his diet means "you are holding something like four aces in the poker game with Death." But Death apparently is a pit boss who makes his own rules.) The failure of Walford's personal experiment, however, has not dampened public interest in the possible benefits of calorie restriction. 

In "Human Guinea Pig" I try out activities that you don't have the gall—or in this case, the self-restraint—to do yourself. But I had serious doubts about whether I had the guts to starve myself. An article in the New York Times about CRON quoted an eating-disorder expert saying such an extreme regimen could lead to mental illness, but added that this was not a huge public-health concern because "most people won't last half a day on it." But I vowed to give myself two months on restricted rations. 

CRON does not prescribe a specific diet, and its followers say what they are doing is the opposite of anorexia. CRON encourages you to eat healthy food—the mostly plant-based, no-refined-carbohydrate diet we know is best—just not very much of it. In his book Beyond the 120 Year Diet, Walford describes a typical dinner: a salad with lentils, brown rice, and bulgur; one stalk of broccoli; one glass of skim milk. If the average man eats roughly 2,500 calories a day, and the average woman 2,000, on CRON they are supposed to reduce that gradually by about 25 percent, to around 1,900 calories and 1,500 calories, respectively. 

I started the diet weighing 125 pounds (I'm 5 feet 3 ½). My problem was not that I had to give up junk. I would rather have carrot soup and kale for dinner than a hamburger and French fries. The problem is that I want a bucket of soup and a mountain of kale. Then, I want to come downstairs at 11:00 p.m. and have a snack that is essentially another meal. And throughout the day, for energy, for comfort, for distraction, I want to eat Trader Joe's chocolate-covered ginger balls. 

So here I was, at a hotel in Arizona, staring at two pieces of chocolate left on my pillow. I have never not eaten pillow chocolate, yet, cursing Dr. Walford, I placed them on my nightstand and went to sleep. The next night, there were two more chocolates, and since for dinner I'd had only seven tortilla chips, two-thirds of a bowl of soup, and a salad, I surrendered, and ate all four candies. 

But most of the time I surprised myself by sticking to just 1,500-1,600 calories a day. At my daughter's birthday party we put out huge bowls of potato chips and pretzels. I normally would have parked myself next to them for two hours. Instead, I simply didn't eat anything. At a buffet at a friend's house I ate kale salad, beans, and a couple of small beef skewers, and despite desperately wanting to pull up a chair in front of the dessert table, I didn't even have a taste. For years, I had attempted to give up my late-night snacking, and had only succeeded at changing it from bowls of ice cream to bowls of cereal. Now, for the first time in memory, I stopped eating for the night after dinner. I followed the recommendation to keep a daily food diary: The embarrassment of having to write down "15 chocolate-covered ginger balls" often kept me from eating them. 

I knew, though, that I could never emulate the plan's most ardent followers. For some of them, food is less a source of communion or pleasure than a manifestation of an Excel spreadsheet–each mouthful tracked for its calorie, vitamin, and mineral content. In her own book The Longevity Diet, Lisa Walford, Roy's daughter, lists her usual breakfast: four walnuts, six almonds, 10 peanuts. She says she has a body mass index of 15–she's about 5 feet tall and weighs 80 pounds. To put this in perspective, Spanish authorities banned from the runway models with BMIs of less that 18. If your dog were as thin as Lisa Walford, you'd be reported for animal cruelty. 

Now that I was hungry, I appreciated how lucky most Americans are to never have to be hungry. At a lecture on child rearing during my first week on the diet, I'm sure I distracted the mothers next to me with my growling stomach. At one point, I realized I was no longer listening to the lecture, but salivating over the prospect of the bowl of cereal—with nuts! with dried cranberries!—I was going to have for dinner when I got home. Each meal I ate now had the poignancy of a Shakespeare sonnet: how much I longed for each bite, how aware I was of how few there would be. 

Two weeks into the diet I had lost three pounds and weighed 122, my lowest weight in more than a decade. Unfortunately, it appeared that all three pounds came off the lower half of my face, giving me a Shar-Pei look. Looking alarming is a hazard for the extreme CRON follower—the skin of Lisa Walford's face seems to ripple over her bones. 

Roy Walford promised I wouldn't be as hungry as I would have imagined, but at week three, I was hungrier than ever. That Friday we were going out to dinner with friends, so I ate practically nothing all day, a bowl of cereal for breakfast and a plate of peas for lunch. At the Indian restaurant that night, I couldn't stop myself—I took seconds and thirds of lamb chops, roti, saag paneer. As I wiped the lamb fat from my face, one of my friends asked what story I was working on. "Nothing at the moment," I replied. 

My body was begging to get back to its set point. Set point is the weight you naturally settle at when you eat what's normal for you. But altering your default weight—and on CRON you are supposed to drop to between 10 to 25 percent below your set point—makes your body very unhappy. As my hunger increased, I felt as if I had unleashed my knish-wielding grandmother, who was screaming inside me, "Eat! Eat!" 

I decided maybe I should try an alternative CRON approach: fasting. Dr. Mark Mattson, a researcher at the National Institute on Aging (and a CRON follower himself), found that mice who fasted every other day, even if they gorged when allowed to eat, had better blood glucose profiles, and brains that were more resistant to the effects of a neurotoxin than even calorie-restricted mice.

Lisa Walford writes that she fasts one day a week. It cuts 1,000 calories off her weekly intake and gives her "a day of rest from food anticipation, food prep, food consumption, cleanup, and digestion." I had never found consuming and digesting food to be terribly onerous (and how much time does it take her to eat 20 nuts?), but there were serious drawbacks to this plan. For one thing, each year on Yom Kippur, the day of atonement, Jews fast from sundown to sundown. I, however, have never made it to synagogue without eating a little something for breakfast. Also, I had read that fasting makes your breath terrible. When I mentioned this to my husband he said, "Who cares? Most days no one gets near you." I decided to try it on day 37. I made it until 1:00 pm when, ravenous, I went to a Japanese restaurant and stuffed myself with sushi. 

Having such brief meals did free up some time. But the only thing I did with that time was spend it thinking about, reading about, and watching the preparation of food. I became obsessed with the Food Network. I began watching Iron Chef seated inches from the screen, pretending I was a judge and could taste each dish. This was a typical response, I discovered. In Biosphere 2, the experiment in which Roy Walford and seven others lived in an enclosed, self-sustaining structure for two years, they were unable to produce the expected amount of food, putting them all on a calorie-restricted diet. Participant Jane Poynter, in her book, The Human Experiment, describes that while watching movies in Biosphere 2, she would lose track of the plot and focus on the eating scenes.

I joined the 2,400-member on-line support group of the Calorie Restriction Society. In the daily digest, CRON followers discuss what they digest and analyze the implication of each new scientific study that has any bearing on diet and longevity. For example: "Cyclodextrins, which are polysaccharides (a modified starch) already used in the food industry, could prevent oxidation of resveratrol and make it more bio-available." (CRON followers were popping resveratrol supplements long before the recent news that this component of red wine might be a fountain of youth.) Reading the posts, I came to think of CRON followers not as hypochondriacs, but healthochondriacs. 

Wanting to have a CRON meal with a real CRON follower, I called Mary Robinson, an information technology consultant who keeps a blog about her diet and invited myself to dinner at her house. Not over hors d'oeuvres (there weren't any), Robinson told me how she came to adopt the CRON life six years ago. Robinson, 53, is 5 feet 3 and weighs 118 pounds—she is slender, but not unusually so. Like many CRON followers, she was once a normal-sized American, with a normally elevated cholesterol reading. She then holds up "the picture" that inspired her to change the way she ate. It's a beach scene, and the blob in the black bathing suit is Robinson at 156 pounds. She decided to cut back to 1,000 calories a day and eat healthier. The weight quickly came off, as it had when she dieted before. Then she saw a documentary about Roy Walford, which she said gave her a way to think of what she was doing not as a diet, but a way of living. She joined the Calorie Restriction Society and wrote a computer program to track everything she ate and its nutritional value.

It has vastly improved her health. Robinson was in a study of CRON followers done by Dr. Luigi Fontana at Washington University School of Medicine. Fontana found that the CRON adherents—many of whom, like Robinson, had been formerly pudgy—now had arteries as efficient as fire hoses and blood pressure readings like those of 10-year-olds. 

But isn't she hungry all the time? I ask her. "I was hungry all the time before," she says of her snack-stuffing days. She says certainly she experiences hunger on CRON, but it doesn't bother her. "It's real hunger, and that's a normal thing and it feels good." People assume since she's cut out so much, that there's nothing she can eat. But she eats a greater variety of food now and gives our 600-calorie dinner as an example. We have baked tilapia, spinach with feta, teriyaki squash and eggplant, a fruit salad, a glass of wine, and a crustless pumpkin pie for dessert. The portions are small and there are no seconds, but it's a delicious and satisfying meal. "How is this crazier than having heart disease and diabetes and eating pizza and a milkshake?" she asks. 

She makes a good point. Is CRON crazier than having a doctor suck out your fat, or staple your stomach? Is it crazier than a world in which a drug company is looking to market a product to temporarily eliminate people's sense of taste and smell so they will lose weight? Is it crazier than having a panniculus?

But can someone without any notable will power—me—stay on a CRON diet? I decided to try CRON for two months, but it's past that now and I'm still avoiding seconds and skipping my late-night snack. CRON was supposed to do much for me that it hasn't. My very poor sleep is not better; my low energy is not higher; my foggy mind is not clearer. I still have no desire to hang around long enough for my now 11-year-old daughter to collect Social Security. But I'm grateful to Dr. Walford for letting me experience something I thought I never would again: loose-fitting pants.



human nature
Alcoholics Adulterous
Blaming your affair on the bottle.
By William Saletan
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 9:19 AM ET 
New column 2/8. (For the latest columns on gay sheep, made-to-order embryos, and shrinking people, click here.)

A federal study says one of every 150 American kids has an "autism spectrum disorder" (ASD). It defines ASD as "significant impairments in social interaction and communication and the presence of unusual behaviors and interests." Rates are higher in states that offer more evaluations and services for autism. Activists' conclusion: We need to look harder for autism and offer resources if your kid gets diagnosed with it, because it's becoming an epidemic. Cynical conclusion: It's becoming an "epidemic" because we're looking harder for it and offering resources if your kid gets diagnosed with it. (For previous updates on designating "compulsive buying" as a disorder, click here and here.)

San Francisco's mayor, exposed as an adulterer, said he'll seek treatment for alcoholism. The woman in question worked in his administration; so did her husband. This is the same mayor who 1) unilaterally authorized gay marriages and 2) recently "dated a woman who wasn't old enough to drink legally." His statement: "I will be a better person without alcohol in my life. I take full responsibility for my personal mistakes, and my problems with alcohol are not an excuse for my personal lapses in judgment." Supporters' view: Stipulating that booze is no excuse proves he's sincere. Cynical view: Stipulating that booze is no excuse is the first rule of booze-blaming P.R. (For Human Nature's takes on Mark Foley and Mel Gibson blaming the bottle, click here and here. For gay marriage and polygamy, click here.)

Indian women are renting their wombs to foreigners. Experts estimate 100 to 150 Indian surrogates deliver babies each year, with many more attempts failing. Many clients come from the United States or Europe. Critics say some are "educated working women turning to hired wombs to avoid a pregnancy affecting careers." Interest on both sides is growing. Buyers' reason: You can get a surrogate for less than half of what you'd pay in the West. Sellers' reason: "We could not manage even a meal a day. That is when I decided to rent out my womb." (For Human Nature's take on the baby-buying industry, click here.)

Ted Haggard, the national evangelical leader who resigned after admitting to "sexual immorality," has told counselors he is "completely heterosexual." A former male hooker says Haggard paid him for sex for three years. Rehab summary: 1) Haggard says he has undergone "a three week psychological intensive that gave us three years worth of analysis and treatment." 2) He says "the Holy Spirit has been convicting and healing me." 3) His counselors have asked him to continue "Christian counseling" twice a week. 4) They've urged him "to enter a 12-step program for sexual addiction." Counselors' spin: "He is completely heterosexual. That is something he discovered. It was the acting-out situations where things took place. It wasn't a constant thing." Cynical spin: Acting out? Until you're out, you're acting. (For Human Nature's take on the ability to change sexual orientation, click here.)

Female genital mutilation is adapting to modern resistance. The good news: Public support is declining, and countries are banning it, because people are learning about the health risks. The bad news: 1) It's moving to clinics, where people think they can avoid these risks. 2) To avoid resistance from girls, parents are mutilating them earlier. Estimated number of mutilated women: 120 to 140 million. (For Human Nature's take on circumcision and genital mutilation, click here.)

The HPV vaccine is being tested against anal cancer. The vaccine has just been mandated for sixth-grade girls in Texas to prevent cervical cancer. Doctors think it might also block anal cancer, which "is most common among men with histories of receptive anal intercourse." Arguments: 1) "The cervix is similar biologically to the anus, so there's plenty of hope that it will work there also." 2) "The anal cancer rate for gay men is similar to cervical cancer rates before the advent of Pap smears." Doctors are advising some gay men to get routine anal Pap smears. The vaccine's producer, Merck, is testing it on 4,000 men, including a sample of 500 gay men. Film at 11. (For Human Nature's take on the risks of anal sex, click here.)

EBay banned auctions of virtual game assets. These assets "have no physical properties." Examples: blades for "World of Warcraft," shoulder pads for "EverQuest." Bids and sale prices for such items have reached hundreds of dollars apiece; an expert says total sales have topped $100 million a year. Rationale for the ban: Sales by players may be illegal because game companies require players to agree up front that anything created in the game is the companies' intellectual property. The ban doesn't apply to Second Life, because EBay says it's not a game. Reactions: 1) If a game maker won't let you sell what you create, maybe you should play a different game. 2) Maybe the company can't stop you from selling what you create, since it's "harder to confirm delivery" of something that doesn't exist. 3) Maybe you should take the hint and get a life. (For previous updates on virtual sex, virtual offices, and real money, click here and here.)

The Republican governor of Texas is ordering sixth-grade girls to get shots against a sexually transmitted virus. The virus, known as HPV, causes cervical cancer. The order applies to all 11- and 12-year-old girls unless their parents sign an affidavit opting out on religious or philosophical grounds. More than a dozen other states are considering similar legislation. Governor's rationale: The shots will save lives and money. Idealistic view: The governor stood up to activists who say the shots encourage premarital sex and usurp parental authority. Cynical view: He caved to drug-company lobbyists who are peddling the vaccine around the country to enrich its producer, Merck. Human Nature's view: Family values are for campaigning; pharma values are for governing. (For previous updates on HPV, mouth cancer, and mandatory vaccinations, click here and here.)

Latest Human Nature columns: 1) Gay sheep and human destiny. 2) More on gay sheep. 3) The power to shrink human beings. 4) The first human embryo factory. 5) The bum rap on cloned food. 6) Lesbians of mass destruction. 7) The Best of Human Nature 2006. 8) Unhealthy food outlawed in New York. 9) Food and sex without consequences.


human nature
Wool and Graze
Gay sheep revisited.
By William Saletan
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 7:34 AM ET 

Sometimes you come across a topic too big for the space you're writing in. This is one of those times. The topic is research on gay sheep and what it might mean for gay people. It's hugely complicated, and some of the complications didn't fit the space I had in print last week. Slate has plenty of cyberspace to talk things through, so let's talk. Gay sheep are more than joke material. They can teach us a lot about how science, technology, economics, motives, and morality fit together. Here are a few lessons.

1. Scientific motives can differ from technological motives. The sheep researchers—Charles Roselli of Oregon Health and Science University and Fred Stormshak of Oregon State University—are investigating biological factors in homosexuality. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals accuses them of trying to "cure" homosexuality. Not true. Roselli and OHSU's publicist, Jim Newman, have spent months dousing this fire. Roselli has never said or written anything against homosexuality. In fact, he has said that studies suggesting a biological basis for homosexuality tend to encourage tolerance.

Nor has Roselli tried, in any experiment, to make sheep turn out straight. He has tried the opposite: to make them turn out gay. He does this not to promote homosexuality but to find out whether the mechanism he's testing—deprivation of estrogen during fetal development—accounts for homosexuality. Scientists such as Roselli don't focus on achieving a preferred outcome. They focus on learning mechanisms. They want to know how systems—in this case, biological systems—work.

What Roselli and Newman have labored to convey in their fight with PETA is that you can't infer motives from research on mechanisms. That's absolutely true. Mechanisms are detachable from motives. But that truth cuts both ways. You can't infer Roselli's motives, nor you can you predict the motives of people who might exploit, in a later technological program, the mechanisms he's clarifying. And there's the rub.

2. When people mix, motives mix. The sheep research is a collaboration between a behavioral neuroendocrinologist (Roselli) and an animal scientist (Stormshak). It's also a collaboration between a medical institution (OHSU) and a more agricultural-industrial institution (Oregon State University). Each of these participants has distinct interests and obligations. So do the project's funders: the National Institutes of Health (specifically, the National Center for Research Resources) and the National Science Foundation.

NCRR's mission statement says it funds "discoveries that begin at a molecular and cellular level, move to animal-based studies, and then are translated to patient-oriented clinical research, resulting in cures and treatments for … diseases." It expects a human therapeutic payoff. Stormshak, for his part, has made clear that he's interested in sheep fertility as an economic outcome of his work. Gay rams, he notes, obstruct efficient breeding.

These aren't Roselli's main concerns. He's trying to figure out the system of hormones, brain, and behavior. Sheep just happen to be a useful species for his work. But as he collaborates with OSU, requests experimental animals, and seeks funding from NCRR, he invokes the interests of colleagues and evaluators. He adds "better selection of rams for breeding" to his rationales. He says his work might help to clarify the biology of human sexual orientation, alleviate sex-related disorders, and resolve difficulties in sex assignment of infants with ambiguous genitals. These applications to sheep and people appear in his writing not because they motivate him, but because the research is bigger than he is. It's a group project. He can speak for himself, but he can't guarantee whose motives will prevail or where they will lead.

3. Differences among motives matter, even when they're subtle. PETA has made hay of a 2000 paper in which Stormshak posited that gay rams "may not be exposed to the same levels" of estrogen as straight rams. "If this is true," he wrote, then estrogen therapy "might alter their sexual behavior to the point of being more like" the behavior of straight rams. PETA thinks this study threatens to advance the eradication of homosexuality.

But look more closely. The paper's title is "Influence of castration and estrogen replacement on sexual behavior of female-oriented, male-oriented, and asexual rams." And that's what the study examines: All the rams, not just the gay ones, are castrated and given estrogen. The point isn't to make the gay rams straight; it's to "restore sexual behavior" in general. And the experiment fails. Stormshak concludes:

Because there are no readily apparent phenotypic traits that characterize the male-oriented or asexual ram, these animals are frequently selected as flock sires and hence contribute to decreased fertility of ewes and economic loss to the sheep industry. Treatment of these types of rams with estrogens to enhance their sexual behavior or performance may not be practical.

Notice that Stormshak never singles out gay rams. He worries about rams that are gay "or asexual." He's not trying to get rid of homosexuality; he's trying to promote fertility. What a ram does on his own time is his own business, as long as he "performs" on the job: impregnating ewes.

Purging homosexuality and promoting fertility are not identical. If all you care about is producing more sheep, you can pursue that today through cloning, which also gives you total control of the genome. A ram's orientation wouldn't matter, particularly if most of what causes that orientation turns out not to be genetic. And if your motive is economic rather than normative, there's no reason to assume you'd tinker with people the way you tinker with sheep. Lambs are exploitable property. Babies aren't.

4. Motive-framing is a potent weapon in the politics of science. PETA opposes the manipulation, exploitation, and killing of animals. Not many people share its zeal about stamping out those practices. But lots of people get upset at the idea of using chemicals to wipe out homosexuality. So PETA has blurred the two issues, accusing Roselli and Stormshak of the latter when, at worst, they're guilty of the former. That's why so many gays and liberals have joined the outcry against the research. 

5. Science and technology can change morality. Ethics doesn't float above science while judging it. Ethics has scientific assumptions built in. For instance, most people who regard homosexuality as a sin assume you can regulate your sexual orientation. If studies prove orientation is biologically determined, this objection collapses.

But the upheaval doesn't end there. Most people who defend homosexuality as a biological trait assume it can't be changed. Martina Navratilova, for example, is asking the universities to shut down the sheep research and spend the money instead on fostering "acceptance for people of all sexual preferences." What if the research destroys that assumption, too? What if it proves that sexual orientation is biologically based and that we don't have to accept it? What if science makes it possible to chemically reduce the prevalence of homosexuality without oppressing anyone?

That's the first reason not to squelch basic research. If you let it run its course, it might disabuse you of the assumptions that made you want to squelch it. The same can be true of technology. Looking back at the wretched history of hormone therapy for homosexuality, it's easy to say, "Never again." But the latest, albeit unsuccessful, interventions in sheep are at the fetal stage, when the brain is taking shape. If you don't regard the human fetus as a person—precisely because its brain hasn't fully formed—can you really say it was ever gay? Does your objection to medicating gay people still apply? 

That's another reason to let research go forward: It might expose contradictions in your politics. You might find yourself in the odd position of pleading for acceptance of homosexuality as a natural condition while at the same time denouncing Catholic bishops who plead for acceptance of infertility as a natural condition. Is one kind of infertility more sacred than another?

The final reason to be wary of stifling research is that half-developed technology can be worse than the finished product. The sheep investigators have already identified brain markers that roughly correlate with homosexuality. What they deny doing—and PETA, in its efforts to stop the research, accuses them of doing—is trying to alter orientation in the womb. But if doctors learn to spot emerging gay brains and are unable to alter them, parents who are determined not to raise gay children will do what's already done to female fetuses in much of the world: abort them.

Science is scary. It can change your body and your mind. But smothering it can be just as dangerous. The wisest course is to keep an eye on its participants, their motives, and potential applications of their work, never letting one motive or application obscure others. Political attacks that blur these differences don't help.



idolatry
Blogging Season 6 of American Idol
The auditions are over at last. Now the fun begins.
By Jody Rosen
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 1:36 PM ET 
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Season 6 of American Idol began on a triumphalist note, with a montage of past winners and images of a nation gone Idol-mad. "Together, we've created a phenomenon," said Ryan Seacrest, trying hard to sound stentorian, like the voiceover guy from NFL Films. "You caught McPheever, and turned Katharine into America's Sweetheart," he intoned. Did we really? I'm not so sure. Still, as the new season kicks off, Idol's pop-culture preeminence is undeniable, as is its music-biz clout. (Among the astonishing statistics reeled off by Seacrest is the fact that Idol contestants have produced "over 100 No. 1 CDs.") The industry held its nose for the first couple of seasons, but now superstars vie to appear as guests on the show, and last year's finale, with performances by Prince and Mary J. Blige among others, felt like as much of an event as the Grammys. This year, producers are promising more A-list guest stars—Mariah? Macca?—and big midseason twists. And while highbrows continue to sniff at Idol, the show's track record of anointing worthy new talent is very solid indeed. Exhibit A in 2006 was Season 4 winner Carrie Underwood, whose debut, Some Hearts, was an excellent country-pop record, not to mention the year's best-selling CD by a solo artist. Did I mention that an American Idol runner-up is about to win an Oscar?

None of which has much to do with Red. Red is the nearly toothless, flame-haired giant who croaked a pitiful version of "Bohemian Rhapsody" on last night's broadcast, a two-hour-long compendium of clips from Idol's Seattle auditions. (Tuesday's show focused on the Minneapolis tryouts.) Red was mesmerizing—in a creepy, hillbilly Charles Manson kind of way—but in general I find the audition phase boring. Six years in, the formula is familiar: a parade of the freakish, the tone-deaf, and the delusional, interrupted, roughly every half-hour, by a talented singer who gets a ticket to Hollywood. Occasionally, the bad singers are funny and revealing. On Tuesday night, a lesson in the larynx-shredding aesthetics of post-grunge vocal style was supplied by a pimply young "rocker," whom Simon sent off to learn an Abba song. I laughed at (with?) the big girl who mumbled her way through the Pussycat Dolls' "Don't Cha"—and was excited beyond reason to learn that she'd co-authored an Idol-inspired "novella" with her mother. (Hello, publishing world? Where's Judith Regan when you need her?)

Overall, though, the freak show preliminaries are tiresome, and I find myself itching for the beginning of the competition proper. It's the post-William Hung effect: For every genuine would-be superstar, there's a would-be über-geek anti-star. Watching the first two episodes, you couldn't help but suspect that most of the "bad" singers were actually savvy performance artists, angling for a few minutes of airtime. Thus the Jewel super-fan (quite possibly the last one on earth), who sang a wounded water buffalo version of "You Were Meant for Me" to a panel that included guest judge Jewel herself; the dude dressed up as Uncle Sam; the fellow in the Apollo Creed outfit; the "cowboy" who mauled "Folsom Prison Blues"; the tiny Justin Timberlake wannabe, whom Simon cruelly (but accurately) likened to "one of those creatures that live in the woods with those massive eyes"; the "urban Amish" guy; the juggler; the girl with the pink arms; etc. 


These acts mostly ring false, and when they don't, Idol veers into the icky, exploitative territory of lesser reality shows. (Last night, the program lingered for several uncomfortable minutes on a fat kid who was clearly developmentally disabled.) Really, how many more bug-eyed Simon Cowell reaction shots can we see before the joke ceases to be funny? On the other hand, I am enjoying the leitmotif of rejected contestants trying to exit through the wrong, locked door—a priceless bit of old-school slapstick punctuated, each time, by Simon's drawling, "Other door, sweetheart." 

One of the big questions heading into Season 6 is: Will Idol get with 21st-century innovations in pop repertoire and vocal style? Back in Season 2, I wrote an article complaining about Idol's domination by Mariah Carey wannabes, and the overuse of flamboyant Careyesque melisma in pop and R&B singing generally. What I didn't take into account was the groundbreaking new singing style—speedy and tensile, weirdly syncopated, clearly influenced by rap—that was being pioneered right then by R. Kelly, Usher, and, especially, Beyoncé. In the years since, Idol has seen its share of country and rock singers, and even some old-fashioned crooners. But circa-1992 Mariah- and Whitney-style belting remains the most prevalent—this despite the fact that Carey herself has moved on to channeling Beyoncé. Will Season 6 bring a post-hip-hop R&B vocalist, a singer representing the definitive contemporary style? When is someone going to step forward, braving the wrath of Cowell, to do a version of "Ignition (Remix)" or "Ring the Alarm"? 

We'll keep an eye on that and other intriguing musical and sociological questions in this space, in addition to the more pressing issues—Paula Abdul's fragile emotional state (she's been disappointingly sane and sober thus far), the smoldering sexual tension between Simon and Ryan, Randy Jackson's gratuitous mentions of his own session work with Journey and Mariah Carey. (The tally so far: 1.) In the meantime, my early votes go to the absolutely adorable Malakar siblings, Shyamali and Sanjaya (who killed "Signed, Sealed, Delivered" in his audition); to 16-year-old Denise Jackson, who, we were informed in a heart-jerking interlude, was a "crack baby"; and to the extravagantly moussed beatboxer Blake Lewis, who, despite his hair, came across as genuinely charismatic and talented. (You can sample his vocal stylings on his MySpace page.) Then there's the developing singers-in-arms subplot, with two members of the military already advancing to the next round. Rachel Jenkins, an Army reservist from Minnetonka, Minn., whose husband is currently in Baghdad, might be the stronger vocalist of the two. But the smart early money is on Jarrod Walker, a Naval intelligence specialist with a pleasant Andy Griffith air about him, who won the USS Ronald Reagan's "Reagan Idol" competition, and sailed through to Hollywood, singing the Rascal Flatts weepie, "Bless the Broken Road." Might Americans purge their guilt about souring on the Iraq war by "supporting the troops" in the Idol competition?

Until next week: other door, sweetheart.




From: Jody Rosen
Subject: Cry Me a River
Posted Thursday, January 25, 2007, at 3:44 PM ET 

For Episode 3 on Tuesday night, American Idol traveled to Memphis—back to the loamy Southern soil that has produced all of its winners. Through five seasons, region has proved the most significant Idol metric, far more than race, gender, genre, or anything else. There have been three white and two black Idols, three females and two males. Winners have included a straightforward pop singer (Kelly Clarkson), an R&B smoothie (Ruben Studdard), a soul belter (Fantasia Barrino), a country balladeer (Carrie Underwood), and a cuddly Adult Album Alternative type with a delusional Otis Redding complex (Taylor Hicks). But they've all been from Dixie—Carrie Underwood, from Checotah, Okla., is the closest we've seen to a Northerner. Most of the major runners-up (Clay Aiken, Bo Bice, Chris Daughtry) are also from the South. For those who like to draw comparisons between Idol and presidential politics, the regional question is compelling. Will Season 6 finally give us a champion from someplace north of the Mason-Dixon? If not, should the Dems think twice before nominating a Yankee like Hillary or Obama? 

Tuesday's show—shortened to an hour because of the live broadcast of a plaintive solo acoustic set by 2000 Idol winner G.W. Bush—was a tad less shrill and "freak"-heavy than last week's Minneapolis and Seattle episodes. Did Idol producers re-edit the broadcast, in response to a week's worth of criticism about the show's "meanness"? (Lord help us if Rosie O'Donnell has such power.) The closest the Memphis episode came to the freak show was the usual rejectee singalong montage. (Predictably, they chose an Elvis song, "Burning Love.") Then there was the totally endearing Sean Michel, with very long hair and a stretching Old Testament beard, who (not unreasonably) compared his own look to Osama Bin Laden and Fidel Castro. The judges were clearly taken aback, but his rugged performance of Johnny Cash's "God's Gonna Cut You Down" made them believers. Paula: "That was kind of shocking. I didn't expect to hear that." Simon: "We expected something about a revolution." Randy: "It don't matter what you look like, you can blow! Welcome to Hollywood, baby!" Here's hoping that Michel makes it through to the final 12, if only to see how the Idol stylists handle his makeover. 

Memphis also gave us the two best singers thus far. First, there was the roly-poly fellow with the preposterous name of Sundance Head, whose father, Roy Head, had a No. 1 hit in 1965, "Treat Her Right." In the pre-audition interview, Head fils claimed he was a better singer than his father, and sure enough, he peeled back the judges' ears with a roaring "Stormy Monday." (Simon: "He just blew Taylor out the park." Randy: "Dude, I'm seeing circles.") Next came Melinda Doolittle, singing Stevie Wonder's "For Once in My Life." Doolittle is a professional background singer, and boy, can you tell: In terms of tone, timbre, and control, she has the best instrument of any Idol contestant I've heard, in any season. Mark my words: She'll make it all the way to the final three. At least. 

No one nearly as great emerged from the New York auditions, but there were some cuties. Simon nearly dissolved into a puddle of drool during the audition of best friends Amanda Coluccio and Antonella Barba. (A leering, totally gratuitous B-roll montage showed the pair romping on the beach in bikinis.) Paula was treated to her own hunk of cheesecake in the form of 16-year-old Jenry Bejarano, who will almost certainly be co-starring with Tyson Beckford in a boxer-briefs advertisement within months. On the other end of the charisma spectrum was the sepulchral guest judge, songwriter Carole Bayer Sager, who brought the show to a screeching halt every time she spoke. At this point, isn't Idol bigger than B-listers like Sager? Can't Simon Fuller put in a call to Max Martin or something?

Oh yeah, some people cried. Check that: Nearly everybody cried. This isn't anything new—from the get-go, Idol has aimed for catharsis, prying open tear ducts with some of the most lethal weapons known to man: the soft-focus up-close-and-personal segment and Whitney Houston's "The Greatest Love of All." Idol's emphasis on hard-luck back-stories, and the preponderance of slow-boiling self-actualization anthems, virtually guarantees many weepy money shots, and sometimes these are quite affecting. Who can forget Fantasia Barrino's glorious diva moment in the Idol 3 finale, belting out "I Believe" through streaming tears?

But this season has upped the emotional pornography quotient; the show is veritably awash in tears. Tears of triumph, tears of defeat, tears of frustration. Mom's tears, Dad's tears, Little Sister's tears. In New York, Sarah Burgess cried before, during, and after her audition about her father's lack of support for her singing aspirations. (Father and daughter reconciled, in a tearful phone call.) Kia Thornton wept after getting sent through for a fine performance of Aretha's "Ain't No Way." When the judges rejected tone-deaf Sarah Goldberg, she flew into a tearful tirade. Then there was Nakia Claiborne, who went from manically jovial to heartbroken in a span of a couple of minutes, proving that there is nothing sadder than the tears of a clown. I nearly shed a tear myself when she emerged, dejected, from the audition room. "They said no," she sobbed. "And sometimes you get tired of hearing no."

In truth, the raw emotions are understandable, given the intensely personal and expressive nature of singing itself. This is the heart of American Idol: Yes, it's a big, schlock-drenched, hyper-commercialized, exploitative spectacle. But the show is really about one of the most primal and moving human activities—the act of expelling air from your diaphragm and shaping it into music with your vocal cords—and this gives Idol a purity and grandeur that you just don't find on, say, The Bachelor or Celebrity Fit Club. There's often little difference between singing and crying in the first place—little wonder the tears flow. 

Still, there are healthier ways to deal with an Idol rejection than bawling. Simon was right to call Ian Benardo, who did a kind of Arnold Horshack rendition of Laura Branigan's "Gloria," "annoying … Mr. Boring." But Benardo got the last laugh. "Hollywood is not even that great," Benardo said, marching off in a huff. "Hollywood is New Jersey with celebrities."




From: Jody Rosen
Subject: Sometimes an Idol Victory Can Be Pyrrhic
Posted Thursday, February 1, 2007, at 2:17 PM ET 


There are approximately 142 hours between the end of one week's American Idol broadcasts and the beginning of the next—a slow, grim plod, brightened only by the radiant memory of Ryan Seacrest's latest sport-coat-and-T-shirt ensemble. Sunday brunch rolls around, you realize that there are still two-plus days to go, and your soul is engulfed by melancholy. All is blackness, all is waste. Or is this just me? In any event, the mood of those long empty Idolless days and nights is perfectly captured by "It's Not Over," the hit single by last season's third runner-up, Chris Daughtry. "It's Not Over" is inescapable these days—the song seemed to follow me everywhere all week, blasting out of taxis and Korean delis. "I try to see the good in life/ The good things in life are hard to find," Daughtry wails as the guitars circle pitilessly between the same five crunching major chords. 

It's a punishing and effective piece of music, and even if the Nickelbackian post-grunge that Daughtry loves is the most joy-killing and charmless of contemporary pop styles, there's no doubt that he's very good at it—along with Carrie Underwood, he's the best genre singer that Idol has produced. And, possibly, the most popular: Daughtry has been in and out of the Billboard No. 1 spot for the past few weeks, has sold nearly 1.4 million copies, and though the album dropped to No. 3 this week, its sales actually ticked up. Between Daughtry and Hollywood golden girl Jennifer Hudson, this is looking like the year of the Idol also-ran. On Tuesday, another runner-up, Katharine McPhee, released her debut album, and it's actually a good record, staking out a nice middle ground between R&B and adult album alternative, with the blowsy ballads kept to a minimum. (I'm a sucker for the single, "Over It.") Meanwhile, Taylor Hicks' album continues to tank—proof, perhaps, that Hicks-hater Simon Cowell was right after all, and a lesson worth bearing in mind as Season 6 moves along. Sometimes, an Idol victory can be Pyrrhic. And if you're a rock singer like Daughtry, getting kicked off the show is probably good for your cred.

Tuesday's auditions took place back in Hicks country, Birmingham, Ala. More of the same: a few decent performances, a few awful ones, and a baby-talking 19-year-old, Katie Bernard, who the judges sent onto the next round despite her goo-goo-ga-ga speaking voice and annoyingly twitchy singing style. (Paula: "You just got married. I think you should enjoy that marriage." Katie: "Oh, no, no, no, no!") Human interest, of a particularly ghoulish kind, was supplied by Jamie Lynn Ward. She told the judges about her paralyzed father, who shot himself and his wife when he caught her cheating. Simon was unimpressed, but Randy and Paula put her through. She's this season's Kellie Pickler, with an even harder-luck back story. By far the brightest spot in Birmingham was chubby, mop-headed Chris Sligh. "Some people tell me that I look like Jack Osborne. Some say that I look like Jack Black. But when I look in the mirror every morning, it's not those people that I see. It's Christina Aguilera," he deadpanned. Sligh told the judges that he's entered the contest because he "wanted to make David Hasselhoff cry," before launching into a nice version of Seal's "Kiss From a Rose." Six seasons and untold hundreds of contestants later, Idol has its first ironist. I'm looking forward to Sligh's subverting Idol's pieties for weeks to come.

Wednesday's show, in Los Angeles, featured guest judge Olivia Newton-John, looking like she'd just been discharged from the offices of Jocelyn Wildenstein's surgeon. (Sandy, why'd you do it?) Personally, I'm so over the auditions but I was amused—slightly—by the "panther" stylings of Martik Manoukian. ("There are three moves. The extension move, the crawl, and the slash.") The most promising contestant, by far, was Brandon Rogers, a former backup singer for Chris Sligh, I mean Christina Aguilera. He sang "Always on My Mind" in pure, high tenor, oozing confidence and professionalism. Are we headed for a Rogers vs. Doolittle, battle of the background singers? 

The night's "emotional high" was the appearance of 64-year-old Sherman Pore, 36 years too old to qualify for Idol, who showed up to pay tribute to his late "lady love." I was about to click over to Deal or No Deal in disgust, but Pore's performance of the old Jo Stafford hit "You Belong to Me" totally transcended kitsch—it was a sweet, dignified, understated, and altogether lovely, a great old song, sung from the heart. Paula wept—for once, her tears were earned—and Simon shook Pore's hand and called him a class act. But why not take it a step further? Bend the rules! Send the old man to Hollywood!




From: Jody Rosen
Subject: The Auditions Are Over at Last. Now the Fun Begins.
Posted Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 1:36 PM ET 


Mercifully, it ends. The Idol preliminaries wrapped up this week with Tuesday night's San Antonio auditions show—during which an enraged woman told Simon Cowell, in a memorable phrase, to "go back to British." This was followed by Wednesday's utterly gratuitous (and boring) "Best of the Rest" broadcast, featuring clips from all of the audition cities that couldn't be shoehorned into the previous episodes. Highlights were scarce. In San Antonio, I enjoyed 16-year-old Baylie Brown, "the city girl stuck in a small town," whom Simon pronounced, "Commercial with a capital C." ("Is that a good thing or a bad thing?" Brown anxiously inquired.) Then there was Ashlyn Carr, the "weird faces girl" with the robust contralto voice, who got a reprieve from the judges after being dismissed. Carr's saga took another turn when the news broke that she'd been arrested for pouring sugar in the gas tank of her ex-boyfriend's car, raising the possibility that she might be Idol's first-ever contestant to be dismissed, reinstated, and dismissed again. But should she be sent packing for scorned-lover automobile vandalism, an activity that Idol's Season 4 winner glorifies in her current smash single?

All in all, 172 singers were sent on to Hollywood, and now the real fun begins. The teasers for the "Hollywood Week" shows, in which the field will be winnowed to a smaller group of semifinalists, promised (surprise!) buckets of tears as well as the usual recriminations among contestants. I'll be pulling hard for my favorites. For those who can't stand the suspense, the invaluable realitytvmagazine.com has played sleuth and spoiler, noting that "several contestants had their names privately registered as domain names on November 18, 2006, which is rumored to be right around the time the Hollywood contestants were narrowed down to the top forty or so semi-finalists." (These include my beloved Malakars, beardy blues dude Sundance Head, and Jersey babes Amanda Coluccio and Antonella Barba.) For those interested in a deeper level of Idol background research—aka those without lives, real jobs, or loved ones—YouTube is an invaluable resource. You can sample more of Blake Lewis' beatbox stylings, Brandon Rogers' suave neosoul singing, and Chris Sligh fronting his tuneful guitar band, Half Past Forever. Is this guy already a rock star, or what?

As it happens, the singing competition is not this year's only Idol contest. On Wednesday night, Ryan Seacrest announced that a national songwriting competition will be held to determine the Idol finale anthem. This is good news—amateurs can't possibly do any worse than the professionals who've supplied the songs on five previous occasions. Consider this lyric:

What if I told you it was all meant to be? 
Everybody's looking for that something
One thing that makes it all complete
Have you ever reached a rainbow's end?
And did you find your pot of gold?
It's been a long and winding journey 
But I'm finally here tonight 
Picking up the pieces 
Walking back into the light
I've never been the one to raise my hand
That was not me and now that's who I am
Because of you I am standing tall

That's not actually a single song. It's a mash-up of opening lines from the five finale songs performed by the previous Idol victors: "A Moment Like This," "Flying Without Wings," "I Believe," "Angels Brought Me Here," and "Do I Make You Proud?" The formula is clear cut: Start with plaintive piano chords, add a maddeningly vague "inspirational" lyric, and throw in a whole-step modulation round about chorus No. 3. (For an extra jolt of soul, you can trot out a gospel choir, nearly all of whose members will sing as well as or better than the Idol finalist.) The emphasis on inspirational pop makes sense given the show's secular-sacred ethos of self-actualization and triumph against the odds. But really: Isn't it possible to create a big, stately ballad suitable to the august occasion of an American Idol finale without invoking pots of gold or winged angels? Tunesmiths, America is rooting for you—make us proud.



in other magazines
Lethal Rejection
The New York Times Magazine on the future of the lethal injecction.
By Christopher Beam and Paul Gottschling
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 11:40 AM ET 

New York Times Magazine, Feb. 11
An article examines the growing discomfort in the medical community with using lethal injection as an execution method. Horror stories abound: One convict took 34 minutes to die after the execution team injected the cocktail into soft tissue instead of a vein. Doctors aren't always present at executions; for many "nonmedical" personnel who administer the injections, the day of the execution is "the first time probably in their life they have picked up a syringe," one doctor testified. … A piece chronicles the years a former fugitive spent on the lam. Orlando Boquete, who was sentenced to 50 years in prison for crimes he did not commit, escaped from a prison in 1985 and avoided capture for a decade. At one point, police showed up at his house in Miami's Little Havana after receiving a tip that he was hiding there: ",'If you're looking for this Boquete, why don't you bring a picture of him?' Boquete says he demanded."—C.B.

New York, Feb. 12
A cover piece chronicles the new generation gap: While parents worry about the security of their personal information, their teenage and 20something children share their most intimate moments (and photographs) on the Internet, particularly Facebook and MySpace. Their willingness to broadcast personal details shows that they may be "the only ones for whom it seems to have sunk in that the idea of a truly private life is already an illusion. … Your employer owns your e-mails. The NSA owns your phone calls. Your life is being lived in public whether you choose to acknowledge it or not." … A column proclaims today the age of the lame duck, "in which the discredited and obsolete and totally over shuffle around in the limelight for years after their sell-by dates." Such lame ducks include staling icons Bill Gates and Jay Leno, the baby boomers, and the war in Iraq. Even the United States looks to be declining "the way Britain did in the late-nineteenth century."—P.G.

Newsweek, Feb. 12
A piece analyzes President Bush's affinity for comparing himself to President Harry Truman. Truman was unpopular during the last years of his presidency, with approval rating as low as 22 percent. But "history showed he was right," Bush told a group of Senate Democrats in December. The 43rd president "wants to be remembered for creating a new and effective framework for fighting the war on terror," the author writes, "just as Truman did for the cold war." Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., remains skeptical: "Harry Truman had allies." … A piece examines power relations in Iraq's south following a battle that pitted American and Iraqi forces against members of a Shiite death cult in Najaf. As violence escalates in the region, millenarian organizations like Soldiers of Heaven are gaining converts: "The decrease of the things people need—electricity, water, a salary, peace of mind—makes them want to find something like a miracle," says a former member of the Iraqi Governing Council.—C.B.

Weekly Standard, Feb. 12
A cover piece traces Barack Obama's literary trajectory from the initial dud Dreams of My Father to the best-selling The Audacity of Hope. The author praises the honest richness of Dreams but laments Hope: "In this most perilous age, when our great country strives for direction in a world of crisscrossing riptides and dangerous undertow, we have lost a writer and gained another politician. It's not a fair trade." … A piece envisions a "Treaty of the Democratic Peace" that could, like the European Union or NATO, use the allure of membership in an influential international body to bait states into staying democratic. The treaty would limit membership to participatory governments and capitalize on the theory that "mature, liberal democracies … might wish to collaborate on at least some issues in a global forum that excludes the worst human rights abusers, tyrants, and authoritarians from the deliberations." Unlike the United Nations, this club would force members to reapply regularly, forgoing "toothless" threats of expulsion.—P.G.

The New Yorker, Feb. 12
A profile of public relations specialist Howard Rubenstein calls him "ubiquitous, trusted, a kind of gentle fixer for those who run New York." Rubenstein's understated style makes him less a "flack" than "a master of relationships, of making connections; he is a kind of lubricant of the city's gears." When New York Post owner Rupert Murdoch wanted to negotiate a cease-fire with Daily News owner Mortimer Zuckerman, Rubenstein played go-between. "He's just like a magician," Lord Richard Rogers, an architect, said. "He makes things disappear." Rubenstein came to Rogers' rescue when his ties to a group with pro-Palestinian sympathies threatened to cost him billions. … A piece discusses Sen. Joe Lieberman's precarious politics. Unapologetically hawkish on Iraq, yet socially liberal as ever, the "independent Democrat" hangs in the balance between both parties—a lonely existence for the one-time VP candidate. "I'm the Lorax," he says. "I'm saving that one tree."—C.B. 


Economist, Feb. 3
An editorial speculates that India's economy may be overheating: "Across India prices are rising fast, factories are at full capacity, loans are piling up." Its annual inflation of 6 percent to 7 percent and its credit expansion rate of 30 percent suggest that India may be in for a "hard landing." Rather than raising interest rates, the piece argues, the government should be focusing on supply and "dismantling the many barriers that keep its speed limit below China's." … Despite Britain's overall "grumpy" mood, the editors argue that its inhabitants have never had it so good. Unemployment and crime are down, and the country is taking the lead on issues like global warming and world-trade talks. Credit goes chiefly to Britain's "enthusiastic embrace of globalisation," as immigration has bolstered its economy in recent years. But many Britons are wary of the country's growing multiculturalism, and the accompanying threat of homegrown terrorism.—C.B.

Time, Feb. 12
A cover piece surveys Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice's options for piecing together a geopolitical legacy. Her view from the helm is daunting, with the United States' military efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan hitting walls and the rest of the world glowering. Though Rice may not be able to distance her own goals from those of White House hawks, her brand of diplomacy has taken a marked shift: She now backs a "new alignment of forces in the Middle East, in which a 'stabilizing' group of U.S allies … could unite to contain the 'destabilizing' threat posed by Iran and radical groups." … An article dissects the entrance of the African "lost boys" into the entertainment industry, including Ishmael Beah. Beah transitioned from Sierra Leonean child soldier to Oberlin student to Starbucks-sponsored media darling with his book, A Long Way Gone. Inspirational as Beah's experience is, however, the piece warns that since "the celebrity-entertainment complex has its huge eyeball trained on the issue of child soldiers, the danger is that they will become trivialized."—P.G.


jurisprudence
Prosecutor Protector
The ethics charges against District Attorney Mike Nifong are a rarity.
By Emily Bazelon
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 3:59 PM ET 

What should happen to Mike Nifong? Nothing good, according to just about everyone who has weighed in on the fate of the North Carolina district attorney. Responding to the fallout from the poorly supported rape charges Nifong filed last spring against three former Duke lacrosse players, Gov. Mike Easley recently called the district attorney his "poorest appointment." The North Carolina State Bar has brought new ethics charges against Nifong, accusing him of withholding DNA evidence that could have exonerated the defendants and then denying that he knew about it. Nifong had previously been charged with making prejudicial statements to the press and is scheduled go on trial for all the violations in May or June.

A prosecutor screws up and faces public disgrace and the prospect of real punishment—most of us wouldn't want it any other way. As University of North Carolina professor Joseph Kennedy put it, "If these allegations are true and if they don't justify disbarment, then I'm not sure what does." Yet much of the time, prosecutors accused of withholding evidence don't face ethics charges or any other sort of public censure. That's the case even if their misconduct leads not only to shaky indictments, as happened in the Duke case, but to years in prison for people who turn out to be innocent. The latest chapter of the Nifong saga is thus the exception to a long-standing rule: Prosecutors are rarely punished for breaking the rules designed to ensure that defendants get a fair trial.

It's hard to track a nonoccurrence, but here are the results of a couple of efforts. A Chicago Tribune series found that between 1963 and 1999, 381 state murder defendants received new trials because of prosecutorial misconduct like withholding evidence or suborning perjury. But no prosecutor was publicly sanctioned or disbarred by the state bar in connection with any of these cases. The Center for Public Integrity, an investigative journalism group, has found 2,012 cases since 1970 in which appeals judges threw out an indictment, conviction, or sentence based on a prosecutor's error or flouting of the rules. Using a separate data set, the center found only 44 cases during the same time period in which prosecutors appeared before a state bar because of allegations of misconduct.

There's an argument that the small number of disciplinary actions against prosecutors is the right number. To begin with, it's rare to see a lawyer punished for anything other than taking a client's money or leaving his case to die for want of attention. And in many cases, accusations against prosecutors rest on hard-to-prove subjective determinations. Did a prosecutor know the witness he put on the stand would give false testimony? Did he realize the significance of the evidence he failed to turn over to the defense? Frivolous charges can become a form of harassment. And most district attorneys' offices would rather handle a prosecutor's misbehavior internally than invite the outside scrutiny of a bar association or state grievance committee. Miscreant prosecutors may well get demoted or fired more often than they get disbarred.

But given prosecutors' broad discretionary powers—they get to choose whom to indict for what—the threat of a reprimand or even a lost job may not be a stiff enough penalty when a district attorney encourages a witness to give false testimony, plants false evidence, or, more commonly, keeps secret evidence that's supposed to be shared with the defense. Unlike other lawyers, prosecutors swear not only to do their best to win, but also to "seek justice." They're supposed to turn over all exculpatory evidence to the defense—as Nifong seems to have failed to do—in order to ensure that the proceedings against the defendant are fair. 

It's an odd demand, really: Give the other guy your best stuff. But the prosecutor's obligation to hand over evidence that's helpful to the defendant has been constitutional law since the Supreme Court decided Brady v. Maryland in 1963. Ethical standards are one of the only tools for ensuring the enforcement of this rule and others that bind prosecutors. Particularly because since 1976, the Supreme Court has protected prosecutors from lawsuits. The justices reasoned that prosecutors shouldn't have to put up with suits that would distract them from their duties, force them to prove that they acted in good faith, or discourage them from fighting hard for convictions. Instead, the court relied on the state bar to keep misbehaving district attorneys and U.S. attorneys in line, because of the prosecutor's "amenability to professional discipline by an association of his peers." 

But if the state bars rarely take prosecutors to task, even when they hide or fabricate evidence, then the check the Supreme Court counted on isn't really in place. This has become of particular concern in Texas, where defense lawyers are starting to wonder if there's any line that a prosecutor can't cross. They point to fiascos like the trumped-up drug busts in Tulia, where it's hard to believe the prosecutors didn't realize they were relying on a dishonest cop, as well as a string of recent convictions in which it's now known that prosecutors won by putting on false testimony or withholding exculpatory evidence. 

In the case of Franklin Alix, for instance, who is sitting on death row for murder, exculpatory DNA tests conducted before trial were never shared with the defense. (The tests excluded Alix as a contributor of DNA to the crime scene.) One prosecutor elicited testimony from a crime-lab worker that this test had not been done. The crime worker testified instead about a different DNA test that implicated Franklin—and which was later proved to be false. According to Alix's attorney, Robert M. Rosenberg, when Alix later challenged his conviction, the prosecutor said she'd reviewed all the relevant DNA testing and had no reason to think the original results were incorrect. She was not punished by the state bar or by her office—and she is now a felony trial judge, Rosenberg says. 

The Nifong case seems like the perfect counterexample. If anything, the North Carolina State Bar may have moved too aggressively. By charging Nifong with ethics violations now, it swooped in to disrupt an ongoing criminal case brought by a duly elected district attorney. If you think the former Duke students should never have been indicted, that's not especially troubling; still, it's probably not a good precedent, either. State disciplinary authorities should pay more attention, to cases like Franklin Alix's—in which after a trial it appears the prosecutors twisted the rules during it. Usually the problem isn't premature charges. It's little or no threat of sanction at all.



jurisprudence
Justice Girls
The female justices begin to reflect on feminism.
By Dahlia Lithwick
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 6:49 PM ET 

It's not news that the Supreme Court justices are speaking to the press openly and often. But what's become truly fascinating this week is what the women there have to say: First we heard sitting Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg recently telling USA Today's Joan Biskupic that she's "lonely" on the court without Sandra Day O'Connor. Then this week, former Justice O'Connor told Newsweek that she chose to retire rather than resign because had she lost her office at the High Court and her judicial duties, "maybe then she would be a nobody. 'I'd be on my own,'." as she put it.

Wait just a minute here. The most powerful woman on the federal bench is lonely, and her retired colleague is sticking around at the court because it's better than being alone? Since when do the most empowered women in America see themselves as a Patsy Cline song? No wonder the jokesters and parodists are hooting.

It must be tempting to dismiss these expressions of loneliness and frustration from women who have achieved so much. Critics say it sounds like a lot of crying "victim" and bellyaching from two women who have no right to complain. Yet neither of these two women are complainers. Both have tended to be pretty close-mouthed about their struggles as women at the court, and neither has shown a tendency to bash their male colleagues. Indeed one of the most noteworthy aspects of the new O'Connor/Ginsburg revelations is that it's not just one woman saying all this on behalf of all womankind; it's two of them. 

Last week at Suffolk University Law School, Ginsburg told students that she dislikes being "all alone on the court" after O'Connor's retirement, adding that her male colleagues lack "certain sensitivities." In her USA Today interview Ginsburg said that while O'Connor shared the bench, she bore no burden to be the court's only woman. The message was, as she said: "Here are two women. They don't look alike. They don't always vote alike. But here are two women." Now she worries that a woman justice is a "one-at-a-time curiosity, not the normal thing." 

I've already opined on the merits of a bench that looks like America, and I leave it to the bloggers to decide whether Ginsburg's comments were improper. To be sure, she warned us, even before the Samuel Alito nomination, that she "would not like to be the only woman on the court" and that the worst part of being one of only a handful of women in law school in the 1950s was that "you felt like all eyes were on you. If you gave a poor answer in class, you felt like it would be viewed as indicative of all female students." Clarence Thomas has similarly expressed discomfort at being judged as an "only." I don't think Ginsburg is being unfair to her male colleagues, or to men in general, when she confesses that the all-eyes-upon-you pressure of being the only woman on the high court is isolating. I think she is being completely honest. 

O'Connor's recent remarks are almost more disturbing than Ginsburg's. Remember, O'Connor has always played the tough cowgirl who seeks no special treatment for women. Yet suddenly she is confessing that she'd be all alone if she left the court building. And, according to Jan Crawford Greenburg's superb new reporting, O'Connor was effectively forced off the bench early by then-Chief Justice William H. Rehnquist. It seems that in the winter of 2005, after O'Connor had confided to Rehnquist that because her husband's Alzheimer's disease was advancing, she could not remain on the court indefinitely. The chief replied at the time, "We don't need two vacancies." And according to O'Connor, when Rehnquist decided to stay, despite his own terminal cancer, she was forced to either retire that spring or serve two more years. She hastily stepped down. According to Greenburg, "Rehnquist was unilaterally deciding both of their fates."

There is something so jarringly 1957 at the heart of these new accounts: O'Connor departing to take care of her ill husband; O'Connor falling on her sword for the good of the country when the chief justice would not; O'Connor feeling strong-armed by her male boss to leave before she was ready. And now, at least according to Newsweek, we have an O'Connor at the prime of her career, at loose ends about what to do now that it seems her retirement was premature. 

Indeed it's telling that while the male justices are speaking out on matters of doctrine and judicial method, the female justices and ex-justices are describing feeling torn and divided, publicly balancing their successes against their isolation, and feeling the pressure to speak for all women. I might add that putting the thoroughly unqualified Harriet Miers on the bench probably wouldn't have helped this. But while on the subject of Miers, it's worth pointing out that at her farewell party last week she was celebrated by the president, her boss, as a "comforter." Shwaaaa?

I wish we lived in a time when women justices and ex-justices spoke out only on matters of doctrine and judicial method as well. I'm guessing that both Ginsburg and O'Connor long for that day more than I do, and someday, when there have been dozens of generations of lacy jabots at the court, these confessions of not quite fitting in will become a thing of the past.

But it's probably no accident that both Ginsburg and O'Connor have waited until now to speak out so forcefully on what it means to be a woman at the high court—now, as the legal profession is twisting itself into pretzels over the numbers of women who are dropping out. These women pioneers may be worried not only about women and the Supreme Court, but rather about women and the law, or even women in the workplace in general. And O'Connor and Ginsburg may not, in the end, care all that much about whether there is one woman on the court or two. Their real concern may be the same anyone might have toward the end of a long career: that having women on the high court really mattered, that it meant something, and that the country is better for having had them.



jurisprudence
Justice Fever
The baloney in two new books about the Supreme Court.
By Edward Lazarus
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 1:49 PM ET 
What forces—personal and political—drive the decisions of the Supreme Court? In Supreme Conflict, veteran legal journalist Jan Crawford Greenburg promises the "Inside Story of the Struggle for Control" of the modern court, as her subtitle proclaims. George Washington University law professor Jeffrey Rosen takes a more historical approach. In his new book, The Supreme Court: The Personalities and Rivalries That Defined America, he seeks to explain how the character and temperament of leading justices have shaped the American Constitution and national identity.


Greenburg's book comes hyped as the latest iteration of The Brethren, the 1979 book by Bob Woodward and Scott Armstrong that was the first to crack the court's locked-up and buttoned-down culture. Greenburg interviewed nine justices for her book, no mean feat. The problem is that they don't seem to have told her anything very enlightening. The story she tells about the modern court—with the important exception of her view of Clarence Thomas—is familiar to anyone who follows the court.

The basic plot points: For the last 20 years, "centrist" Justices Sandra Day O'Connor and Anthony Kennedy have been the swing votes on the court, and have prevented the rightward shift advocated by hard-liners like Justice Antonin Scalia. Various Republican presidents blew several chances to appoint more Scalias. All this might change now, however, because this Bush administration, thanks partly to its false start with Harriet Miers, succeeded in placing on the court two serious right-wingers, John Roberts and Samuel Alito, and, in Roberts' case, in the chief justice's chair. 

Like others, most notably Linda Greenhouse of the New York Times in her book Becoming Justice Blackmun, Greenburg has mined the papers of former Justice Harry Blackmun for details from the justices' internal deliberations. She tells the important story of how Justice Kennedy reversed his initial views in favor of overturning Roe v. Wade and allowing prayer in public schools, torpedoing a big chunk of the right-wing agenda. And with some new specifics, Greenburg effectively portrays the two sides of Justice O'Connor—the heroic trailblazer as the court's first woman, and the grudge-holder whose center-right positions were shaped partly by resentment toward liberal former Justice William Brennan, and then Scalia, for their barbed criticism of her opinions.

Greenburg's engaging reportage, however, is marred by serious analytic failures. Her dogged insistence on describing every act of every justice as either "liberal" or "conservative" distorts the court's debates. Rehnquist and Scalia, for example, may both fairly be described as "conservative," but Scalia's conservatism is tempered by a libertarian streak foreign to Rehnquist. Greenburg misses how these crosscurrents affect the court's decision-making. 

Greenburg also isn't a particularly savvy reader of court politics. In interviews and a Wall Street Journal op-ed, she has touted the big surprise in her book—that Clarence Thomas, far from being a Scalia clone, drew Scalia into his own orbit. Here, Greenburg lets her desire for novelty and revelation steer her down a rabbit hole. It's true, as Greenburg argues, that Thomas is no Scalia-parroting dullard. In fact, Thomas is a more radical version of Scalia because he does not believe in standing by any precedent (previous ruling) of the court's that he considers wrong. But Greenburg further claims that from the moment Thomas arrived, the force of his arguments meaningfully altered Scalia's views. This is risible. 

As evidence for her theory, Greenburg relies on a few cases from Thomas' first term in which Scalia initially voted against Thomas' dissenting position, but eventually switched over to join Thomas in dissent. It does not seem to have occurred to her that Scalia might have joined Thomas to cultivate and buck up a beleaguered ally—early on and in cases in which the switch would make no practical difference. Scalia had also tried to woo Kennedy and David Souter early in their tenures. Thomas, unlike the other two, made it easy. Rather than blazing his own intellectual path, Thomas adopted Scalia's controversial method of judicial interpretation (originalism, which treats the meaning of the words in the Constitution as fixed according to the framers' 18th-century understanding of them). For Scalia, joining Thomas was costless. 


Rosen approaches the court from an entirely different angle. Part scholar, part popularist, he has fashioned a set of Plutarchian pairings of leading legal figures that combines fine biography with nuanced discussions of jurisprudential debates, from the founding to the present. Rosen's working thesis is that academic brilliance or theoretical rigor among the justices is vastly overrated. His Supreme Court heroes are principled pragmatists whom he thinks were serious about separating law from politics, but not such purists as to ignore the politics of their times. In each pairing (Thomas Jefferson and John Marshall, Oliver Wendell Holmes and John Marshall Harlan, Hugo Black and William O. Douglas, William Rehnquist and Antonin Scalia), Rosen pits an erratic or embittered genius against a far-seeing institution builder. 

Thus, Rosen belittles Jefferson for his utopianism while lionizing Marshall for mediating between the early 19th-century factions on his court to win a series of unanimous opinions establishing the principle of judicial review and elevating national power over states' rights. Rosen's most loving portrait is that of Justice Hugo Black, the former Klansman, whose sensitive reading of constitutional history led him to champion civil rights and civil liberties—until, with the help of Justice Douglas, the Warren Court unmoored itself from the Constitution's text and lost sight of the proper bounds of judicial discretion. 

Rosen had me on the first page, and right up to Black's death in 1971. But then he starts rewriting history to suit his thesis. As a contrast to the hard-charging Scalia, Rosen portrays Rehnquist as a pragmatist who modulated his views to create greater consensus and increase the court's institutional legitimacy. 

This is mostly baloney—and you get the sense Rosen kinda knows it. He concedes that Rehnquist probably lied at his confirmation hearings to get on the court, and then led the way on Bush v. Gore, a case Rosen once called an act of integrity "suicide." And to praise Rehnquist for consensus-building is to ignore the Rehnquist Court's habit of splintering into so many factions in many important cases that no majority emerged for any position.

Rosen also exaggerates the degree to which Rehnquist modified his own beliefs. Most egregious is Rosen's claim that, even though Rehnquist originally opposed Brown v. Board of Education as a law clerk for Justice Robert Jackson, upon becoming a justice himself, he "made no attempt to dismantle the civil rights revolution" because of his "reverence" for the court and for majority rule. Really? In 34 years on the court, Rehnquist almost invariably voted to restrict civil rights and voting-rights enforcement and to deny remedies to minority groups. Maybe Rehnquist never voted directly to overturn Brown, but to me that looks an awful lot like dismantling (or evisceration). 

Some of the same unreality clouds Rosen's concluding portrait of John Roberts. Despite the new chief justice's fairly consistent hard-right record, Rosen sees him as a Marshall-like figure who is bringing much greater unanimity to the polarized court. This depiction contrasts sharply with Greenburg's, who casts Roberts as more ideological. It's too soon to say who's right—and we'd all be better off if Rosen is. But one senses he is an idealist desperate for a hero in a depressing age. In the end, Greenburg may prove the better judge of character.



kausfiles
McCain's Cheap Dates?
Plus--Rudy's big mistake.
By Mickey Kaus
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 5:41 AM ET 
RCP's John McIntyre thinks that, given Giuliani's likely entry, John McCain "would be well advised to position himself as the pro-growth, supply-side conservative in the Republican field." And sure enough Robert Novak just happens to have written a column touting McCain's supply-side credentials, claiming he "sounds more like Jack Kemp as a 2008 candidate." Novak says, of McCain:

He supports radically scaling down the estate tax and does not now favor upper income increases in the Social Security tax. 

Wow. He does not now favor upper income Social Security tax increases! That'll reassure the anti-tax crowd. And McCain supports radically scaling down the estate tax! Isn't that the, um, Democrats' estate tax plan? I think it is! Anti-tax Republicans want to repeal the estate tax, as Novak knows. ... Oh, yes: McCain also talks to Arthur Laffer! ... It's hard to believe Republican economic conservatives are such cheap dates that they'll fall for McCain based on the thin evidence offered by Novak of his "transformation." .... P.S.: Bob Wright and I discuss some serious Giuliani weaknesses McCain might play on, including a big 9/11 mistake. ... 1:27 A.M.
Only a decade or so too late (and more than three years after Chrysler) General Motors finally coming out with what should be an affordable rear-drive sedan. ... 1:09 A.M.
Thursday, February 8, 2007
I should be on Greg Gutfeld's Red Eye show, on Fox News, which starts in about ...oh ... 10 minutes. The show's not as amateurish as bloggingheads.tv--but it's close! Which is the point, I guess. On today's episode: Gutfeld's mom disses Bill O'Reilly. ... 10:47 P.M.
Is it possible that the "surge" is actually a fairly logical political precursor to a U.S.-aided Bosnia-like partition along the lines suggested by Michael O'Hanlon and Edward Joseph? If you listen to Anne Garrels' report from Baghdad, you'll hear U.S. soldiers attempting to reassure Sunnis threatened by Shiite militias (and by the Shiite-dominated Iraqi Army units with which we are supposedly cooperating in the surge). The Sunnis appear to regard the Americans as legitimate protectors. Today, the Americans tell them they will try to keep them from being chased out of the neighborhood. ("I will talk to the Iraqi Army tonight,"the American captain promises.) Tomorrow, if the surge fails, will the Americans tell the Sunnis "We're sorry. We tried. We made things a bit safer, but we can't really protect you. It's best if you moved"? It might be better than the alternatives. ... Possible problems with the O'Hanlon-Joseph plan are discussed here on bloggingheads. ... 1:29 P.M.
Tom Maguire makes the case against Tim Russert, suggesting why yesterday's testimony may not have been the triumph Slate says it was. [Rated ANPF**]... 

**--Accessible to Non-Plame Fanatics. ...11:41 A.M.
Another Man in the Arena: Andrew Sullivan, discussing Joe Klein, argues that "having it both ways on the Iraq war [is] better than having no coherent position on the war at all, except fathomless bitchiness toward anyone who ever had the balls to take a stand." Hmm. I'd say it's at least a close question! ... Is it also better than taking a firm position you later admit was an "error" that caused "tens of thousands of dead, innocent Iraqis and several thousand killed and injured American soldiers" and then boasting about how it showed you had "balls"? ... Klein and Sullivan are both prone to dragging out that T.R. chestnut about the "man in the arena". It always comes in handy when you've made a hideous misjudgment. A few less Men in the Arena might be a good thing. ... 1:52 A.M.
Wednesday, February 7, 2007
The Surge: Anne Garrels' excellent NPR report seems to give a pretty good idea what is going on in one Sunni neighborhood in Baghdad where the U.S. has set up an outpost. Something is being accomplished, and the American commander inspires confidence, maybe awe. But ... 9:37 P.M.
Tuesday, February 6, 2007
Joe Klein's "Last Words": Joe Klein has issued a seven-point response to Arianna Huffington's post noting that he wasn't exactly the Iraq War opponent he now claims to be--his having gone on national TV and, er, supported the war and all. Klein says it was "a moment of stupid weakness." But in that same TV interview Klein said, "I go back and forth on this war from day to day," which seems to reflect more ongoing ambivalence than just a weak "moment" (or, as Klein puts it, "a position I had never taken before and never would again"). ... As Huffington points out in her counter-response, the issue isn't Klein's wisdom four years ago but his truthfulness today, when he poses (and not just this once) as a sturdy pre-invasion critic of the war. If he just said "I went back and forth on the war but quickly** came to see it was a mistake," there'd be no controversy. Having gone back and forth on the war doesn't remove you from the company of reasonable pundits--even exceptionally self-righteous, moralistic, pugnacious pundits! But instead Klein touched up his own history--and when he gets called on it he blames nothing less than "a structural problem the left has had ever since before the days when Irving Kristol and Norman Podhoretz were socialists." No, Joe, they're just calling you on it! ... 
P.S.: Huffington also makes the point that if Klein expressed his strongest opposition to the war in private, but not in public--as he seems to claim--that makes him look rather less honest and courageous. Why not tell your readers what you actually think? ...
**--Klein did turn against the war quickly. I remember running into him at a party in 2004 and being shocked at the (again, private) vehemence with which he declared Bush's Iraq project to be a huge blunder. At the time, things didn't seem to me to be going that badly. Now it's looking like Klein was right. And, as I say, the run-up to the war wasn't my finest hour either. ... 2:11 P.M. link
Remember, We're Not All In This Together! I hadn't noticed this particularly grating example of the divisive quality of the Democrats' new populism, from Sen. Webb's State of the Union response:
We're working to get the right things done, for the right people and for the right reasons. [E.A.]
The "right people"--isn't that the phrase white-glove snobs use? 11:51 A.M. 
The Charge is Gone: Toyota has started offering incentives on the hybrid Prius. 11:50 A.M.
Monday, February 5, 2007
"Mark Foley Scandal Brings MORE Pages to the Program"--Drudge ... Similarly, will Joe Biden's Obama gaffe make him go up in the polls? I suspect so. He was at 1% before. Now everyone knows that he's that loudmouthed guy. ...11:47 P.M. 
Swampland! Joe Klein, having it both ways on the Iraq War? That's Arianna Huffington's claim, and she seems to have the goods, in the form of a pre-war February 22, 2003 interview with Tim Russert in which Klein declares: 
This is a really tough decision. War may well be the right decision at this point. In fact, I think it--it's--it--it probably is."
I've read the entire interview, and in context the quote means what it seems to mean. ... But these days, Klein writes on Time magazine's blog that he "disagreed with [John McCain] about the war in 2003." ... P.S.: In the same 2003 interview, Klein admits, "I go back and forth on this war from day to day." That's probably the real truth. But then he shouldn't pretend now that he cleanly "disagreed" with the war. [You admit you "waffled"--ed I did! I had trouble making up my mind. Klein made up his mind, then made it up a different way, and now writes as if only one of those events occurred.] 
Update: See above on Klein's response and Huffington's counter. ... 11:38 P.M. link
Winning the Nina Bernstein Primary: Here's one way to put the difference between John McCain and Rudolph Giuliani when it comes to getting the GOP nomination--McCain has the wrong friends (the press), while Giuliani has the "right enemies," as Amy Holmes just said on Anderson Cooper. She cites Al Sharpton as a good foe for a Republican primary candidate to have. I'd add the New York Times. Anyone who inspired such enmity from the Times, conservatives may conclude, can't be all that liberal. ... Backfill: JPod made the "enemies" point rather forcefully last November. He starts his list with the ACLU. ...11:05 P.M.
How "Comprehensive Immigration Reform" Is Like the Iraq War, Part II: In the disingenuous spin used to sell it! ... Here's Greg Anrig, Jr. at TPM Cafe, commenting on my earlier effort to draw parallels between Bush's grandiose, risky, Iraq idee fixe and his grandiose, risky immigration idee fixe:
9. Mickey notes that in both cases there are less grand, and less risky, alternatives. On immigration, he would prefer to put in place only new enforcement mechanisms, and make sure they work, before "rewarding those illegals who already made it across the border." The problem with that approach, which may seem logical, is that an important part of the new enforcement regime will relate to the system employers are required to use to verify the status of workers. If the undocumented workers now in the country would be more likely to get nailed under that new system, which ought to be the case if it actually works, then presumably millions will quickly become subject to deportation. Only the Tom Tancredos of the world want that. [E.A.]

This is like Bush saying we have to invade Iraq because the U.N. sanctions are eroding--the point being to rhetorically eliminate the notion that there might be a middle course falling short of the "comprehensive" solution. Here we're told that we can't try employer i.d. checks, etc., without also granting amnesty because otherwise millions of illegals who are already here will be fingered by their employers and "quickly become subject to deportation." This seems almost certainly bogus. Has Anrig never heard of "grandfathering"? Surely it's possible to apply the employer i.d. checks only to new hires and tacitly exempt ("grandfather") existing legal and illegal workers by not checking them. Most of the "undocumented workers now in the country" could keep working at their jobs, as they're doing now, "in the shadows," without amnesty or a "path" to legalization, while we discover whether the i.d. check mechanism would actually work to prevent employers from luring new immigrants (including the millions of new immigrants who'd be encouraged to come here by amnesty or legalization). 

No doubt a middle, non-comprehensive, semi-grandfathering approach faces complications,** but they're the sort of complications politicians usually tackle effectively unless they're intentionally trying to exclude the middle in order to promote the extreme. (The Iraq analogue would be Bush trying to make sure the UN's WMD inspections weren't too successful.)

P.S.: Note how those who disagree with Anrig's plan quickly become "Tom Tancredos," just as those who disagreed with Bush's plan became Neville Chamberlains.

P.P.S.: In this vein, Anrig also sneers that "only right-wing ideologues like him supported the idea of invading Iraq." He must be thinking of John "Comprehensive" McCain. I waffled but ultimately opposed the invasion on proceduralist grounds--the lack of sufficient U.N. authorization (see, e.g. this page and this one). ...

**One obvious complication: If existing illegals tried to switch to a new employer they might get caught (though Congress could give them, say, a year to find a decent employer before an enforcement system took effect). Actually, if the new enforcement system worked, they would get caught. Which means they wouldn't try, no? They'd either stay with their existing employer, or try to work in the underground economy, or give up and "self-deport." I don't know how many would fall into thie latter group, but if it were tens of thousands or even "millions," it seems to me a) millions of people gradually and unofficially deporting themselves over a number of years is not the same thing as millions of people being forcibly deported by the U.S. government, which is the specter Anrig invokes; b) those most likely to leave would tend to be those for whom it is the easier course--e.g., they haven't put down "roots" here or they have family and the prospect of work in another country. And they could always come back if they could qualify for any guest-worker or other legal programs that became available. ... And of course some deportations--either official or unofficial--are necessary if any enforcement system, including Bush's or Anrig's, is going to have a deterrent effect on potential future illegals. ... 5:28 A.M. link
Sunday, February 4, 2007
Peretz on Gore: "He's got enough hair and enough hair in the right places not to use blow-dryer. Honest." 7:44 P.M.
Friday, February 2, 2007
Do "hate crime" laws lower racial tensions or raise them? I'm not sure it isn't the latter. In Long Beach, some black teenagers were convicted of beating three white women on Halloween "with a hate crime enhancement," according to the LAT. This would be an inflammatory case anyway (despite the initial let's-not-cover-the-news efforts of the Times) even if it were prosecuted as a simple assault. But adding the hate-crime inquiry makes the race issue central to the trial, and makes it more likely to degenerate into a divisive festival of competitive racial victimization, no? ... 1:19 P.M.
More on Sen. Hagel and the "surge" from an erstwhile antiwar fan of his:
I am a little disappointed in the way he's opposed it. Not just the level of emotionalism ... [snip] ... but what really disappoints me is, what I've hear, his failure to kind of articulate really solid logic for being sure this is going to fail ... [E.A.]
Don't look at me! I didn't say it. 2:50 A.M.
Hon. Loretta Sanchez has quit the House Hispanic Caucus, claiming its chairman called her a "whore." A shocking affront to Congressional dignity! ... Wait. ... Loretta Sanchez ... Loretta Sanchez ... wasn't she the distinguished lawmaker who sent out a Christmas card showing her ... er, cat on fire? I think she was! ... P.S.: Wonkette is on the case, sort of. But instead of the scandalous flaming "cat" card they chose one with a modest surfing theme! ... 2:32 A.M.
Cynic's Scorecard: 7 Outs and Counting: Are Senators who vote for the Warner anti-surge resolution taking any political risk, or are they just protecting themselves against anti-war sentiment? In other words, on the off chance that the surge works, would they be embarrassed? Bob Wright says yes. But Senators in this situation have been known to leave themselves escape hatches.
The fewer escape hatches, of course, the greater the political consequences of getting it wrong, and the more support for the anti-surge resolution should actually reflect a senator's judgment that the chances of an embarrassing surge success are small. The more escape hatches, the more the Warner resolution seems simply a convenient way for pols to hedge their bets against any outcome:
After reading Senator Warner's resolution, I'm reinforced in my suspicion that the bet-hedging scenario is a plausible description of what's really going on. 
The resolution says, in the first of 12 clauses:: 

(1) the Senate disagrees with the "plan" to augment our forces by 21,500, and urges the President instead to consider all options and alternatives for achieving the strategic goals set forth below; 

Now, I'm not very imaginative, but I can think of at least seven "outs" a Senator who votes for Warner's resolution could try to use if the surge is ultimately judged beneficial: 1) 'I wanted more troops than the 21,500!' I strongly believe we shouldn't risk troops unless we have an overwhelming force advantage;' 2) 'We were trying to get the attention of this president, to change course. I didn't agree with all the provisions in the resolution.' Oh wait. Hillary's already said that. 3) I just wanted the president to consider all options and alternatives;' 4) Under my alternative plan, we could have acheived the same result without putting that many extra American soldiers at risk (e.g., 'We could have done the job with 20,500 troops!'); 5) Gen. Petraeus is a genius; he took a flawed policy and somehow made it work; 6) 'The plan they actually implemented wasn't the plan we condemned--in the wake of the resolution, I think you'll see they modified the plan, which made it work much better; 7) 'The resolution itself was what scared the Iraqi government and made the plan work, so I actually take some credit for its success.' ...

I'm sure more experiences politicos can come up with other, better, 'outs,' ** The most important "out," of course, is this: Should Bush's surge happen to succeed, angry voters aren't very likely to run around punishing politicians who voiced doubts (especially since most voters harbored those same doubts). Voters just won't be riled up the way they'll be if the surge fails. They'll base their vote on other issues (e.g., health care, taxes). Isn't the rational course for a self-protective Senator, then, to err on the side of pessimism and vote as if the surge had a lower chance of success than you actually think it does (or than you would think it does if you actually analyzed it fully)? ... 

**--Update: Anti-surgers could always "huff, snort, nit-pick" about the inevitable "messy details," suggests Victor Davis Hanson--though I imagine that would be easier for previously antiwar Dems than previously prowar GOPs. [Via Insta]... 2:12 A.M.
Thursday, February 1, 2007
You were supposed to clear the decks for me, dammit! Hillary Clinton hasn't gotten nearly enough grief for declaring, of the Iraq War: 

"The President has said this is going to be left to his successor. I think it's the height of irresponsibility, and I really resent it. ... This was his decision to go to war; he went with an ill-conceived plan, an incompetently executed strategy, and we should expect him to extricate our country from this before he leaves office." [E.A.]

Imagine if Eisenhower had said that about Korea. This is the presidency, not a dream date! Presidents are supposed to deal with the problems the face. JPod riffs, Lee Harris ruminates ... P.S.: Hillary's "evil men" joke was funny, though. ... 11:21 A.M.
It's true. This cat is looking into the abyss, man. ... 11:08 A.M.
Wednesday, January 31, 2007
Sloppy Joe: Everybody's piling on Joe Biden's loose-cannon Observer interview. Biden is a loose cannon, and the praise lavished on Sen. Hagel for "letting it rip" in front of Biden at the recent Foreign Relations committee hearing might not have been the best influence on him. But Biden's sharp critiques of his Democratic rivals' Iraq plans--especially Hillary Clinton's--are not so easily dismissed. 

"From the part of Hillary's proposal, the part that really baffles me is, 'We're going to teach the Iraqis a lesson.' We're not going to equip them? O.K. Cap our troops and withdraw support from the Iraqis? That's a real good idea."

The result of Mrs. Clinton's position on Iraq, Mr. Biden says, would be "nothing but disaster." 

It would be highly informative to see her try to answer. Let's hope Biden makes it to the debates (and not only the ones in front of the proven fools in Iowa). ... 11:03 A.M.
Tuesday, January 30, 2007
Hagel Bravery Update: A political reporter emails:

It seems to me, at least, that he didn't start making quite so much noise about the war until after Sam Brownback came out against the surge, putting Hagel's position as the only 2008 antiwar GOP candidate in jeopardy. I've been wondering, since the end of the November election, when Hagel would choose his moment to become the Antiwar Republican Presidential Candidate, because I thought he was risking the possibility that someone else would come out first if he kept waiting. And hey, somebody did (sort of).

He said it, not me! ... 9:09 P.M.
Here's CW foghorn Tim Russert--I was going to say he's the new Johnny Apple but that would be an insult to Apple's reporting skills--talking to Brian Williams on NBC Nightly News last week:

WILLIAMS: Now on the domestic side, Tim, was there a topic in that speech tonight that garnered more talk in Washington today than, say, some of the others?

RUSSERT: There was, Brian. Health care and energy are very complicated and difficult to do in one legislative session. However, immigration was debated thoroughly last year. People know where they stand on that issue, and the Democrats are much closer to President Bush. They have told him if he can deliver half of the Republicans in his party in both houses of Congress, they can put forward a comprehensive immigration bill, but they want to put--the Democrats want to put some pressure on the Bush White House to bring some Republicans along so it's simply not a Democratic immigration bill. [E.A.]

Hmm. ... First, do we really think immigration "garnered more talk in Washington" the day after the state of the union than Bush's new health care and energy proposals--or is it just the issue Russert wanted to bring up? Why the BS artifice? ... More important, why would the Democrats want to make sure the bill is "not a Democratic bill"? The obvious answer is that the bill is potentially unpopular--maybe even among Democratic voters--and Democratic legislators are scared of taking responsibility for it themselves. They want Republicans to share the blame. ... Doesn't this suggest that a "comprehensive immigration bill" might not be so easy to pass? ... Can you imgaine Dems being similarly skittish about passing, say, a minimum wage hike with only Democratic votes? No. Because voters actually want a minimum wage increase. ... 
P.S.: If passing a "comprehensive" (i.e. semi-amnesty) immigration bill is the key to winning the burgeoning Latino vote of the future, as pro-"comprehensive" advocates in both parties claim, why wouldn't the Dems want sole credit? One answer: They are thinking short term, not long term. Another answer: They can think short term because they know millions of new Latino immigrant voters will tend to be Democrats no matter who gets credit for passing an immigration bill in 2007. ... 8:10 P.M. link
Half-defense: I don't quite understand why it's offensive to call Sen. Obama a "halfrican." It's a useful word! It efficiently describes a real phenomenon. It isn't, on its face, pejorative--and even if it were, it wouldn't be pejorative for long if it were simply used descriptively to mean people with one parent from Africa. ... Update: A reader emails to point out the word is distressingly close to "half-breed." That does seem like a hard connotation to shake. ... 5:38 P.M. link
Calame: From Laughingstock to Menace! It's bad enough that NYT ombudsman Byron Calame is so embarrassingly, life-sappingly pedantic that he may have convinced the paper to abolish his position. Now he's doing actual damage to the public dialogue, preventing knowledgeable Times reporters from expressing their views on issues within their areas of expertise. It seems Michael Gordon, author of the highly critical Iraq War history Cobra II, was asked on Charlie Rose his opinion of the "surge." Gordon responded:

"So I think, you know, as a purely personal view, I think it's worth it [sic] one last effort for sure to try to get this right, because my personal view is we've never really tried to win. We've simply been managing our way to defeat. And I think that if it's done right, I think that there is the chance to accomplish something." 

Too hot for Charlie Rose! Calame "raised reader concerns about Mr. Gordon's voicing of personal opinions with top editors" of the Times, with the result that Gordon was dressed down by his bureau chief and forced into a ritual self-criticism, admitting "his comments on the show went too far." ... Three obvious points: 
1) Would Gordon have been smacked down if he hadn't heretically supported the surge? Is the Times now like a leftish web site where Kos-like readers take down any discordant comments? 
2) Does anyone think that just because Gordon is forbidden from voicing his views that he won't have those views? Isn't it better if they're out in the open, where readers can see and judge them? Calame and the Times censors are enforcing appearance over substance; and 
3) Isn't it good for democracy if citizens hear the moral conclusions of highly experienced reporters like Gordon? It's one thing to report on what's happening in the surge. It's another to try to figure out its chances of success and whether the likely consequences are worth the likely cost. They're both important calculations. If Gordon's done both, don't you, as a citizen, want to hear both results of both before Congress votes on the issue? "Should we do the surge" is certainly about the first question you'd ask Gordon if you ran into him on the street. Do Times editors really think their readers can't handle an answer? 

[Thanks to reader D.S.] 4:57 P.M. link
Don't Cook Tonight ... : In 1969, as a senior in high school, I worked briefly as a delivery boy at the Beverly Hills franchise of Chicken Delight. We wore white dress shirts and bow ties with the word "Chicken" down one tassel and "Delight" down the other. Most famous client: Burt Bacharach! The boss was a grouchy/lovable character who--according to possibly apocryphal legend--would occasionally pick up the phone and, instead of answering "Chicken Delight, may I help you," say "Chicken Delight, fuck you!"... Anyway, one of my coworkers was a high school classmate, Paul Diamond, who (this being Beverly Hills) made a movie of the experience--The Chicken Chronicles. This "lost classic" receives a rare screening on Showtime in the coveted time slot of 6:30 A.M. Eastern Time, Thursday morning, Feb. 1. Phil Silvers plays the boss. I remember brilliant social commentary during a chase scene through pretentious Beverly Hills back yards. The film also launched the career of Steve Guttenberg. ... 4:16 P.M.
Monday, January 29, 2007
How Is Chuck Hagel Brave? Why, exactly, is Sen. Chuck Hagel showing "courage" in conspicuously denouncing the Iraq War now that virtually the entire American establishment has reached that same conclusion--now that Hagel is virtually assured of getting hero treatment from Brian Williams and Tim Russert and long favorable profiles in the newsweeklies? .

OK, maybe Hagel's not so courageous. Maybe he's just right. Except that he chose, as the moment to make his flamboyant speech, not the vote on the imprudent war itself--he voted for it--but a vote to withdraw support for a last-ditch surge strategy that even the NYT's estimable, on-the-scene pessimist Sabrina Tavernese thinks "may have a chance to work." Was this the right time--it certainly wasn't the courageous time--for a speech like Hagel's? Was he serving the nation or himself?

Saying "the war was wrong but the surge is worth a try"--that would be courageous. There's no ready-made constituency eager to cheer a pol who says that.

Bucking your party to actively fight against the war when it would have made a difference--that would have been courageous.** 

Hagel hasn't done either of those things. Instead, he let loose at the precise moment when letting loose was least brave and least timely. Lest the MSM miss the point, his eruption took the form, not of arguing that his Republican colleagues were wrong, but of denouncing them for, in effect, being cowards, unlike you-know-who: 

If you wanted a safe job, go sell shoes. ... Don't hide anymore; none of us.

Never mind that the anti-surge resolution Hagel has cosponsored is all about hiding. It has no binding effect. But it does provide Senators who supported the war a convenient bit of late-inning skepticism they can point to when trying to save their skins.

Hagel also deployed the hoary I've-been-in combat-so-I-know-these-are-real-men-and-women-"fighting and dying" pitch--as if his fellow senators didn't realize they were real men and women. The I've-Been-There meme is to Hagel (and John Kerry) what the "mommy" meme is to Nancy Pelosi and Barbara Boxer--a guilt-tripping, self-glorifying unique selling proposition that attempts to confer on the speaker a special capacity for insight that renders actual persuasive argument unnecessary.

And gee, after getting huge MSM play for lecturing the Senate on how courageous he is, and how he has special understanding as a combat veteran, Hagel is considering a run for the White House! Funny how that happens.

**--There's a tension here between two favorite MSM angles: 1) That Hagel is courageous, and 2) that Hagel's defection is a dramatic new blow to Bush's war effort. It wouldn't have been very courageous for Hagel to have supported the war in public while expressing grave doubts safely in private, of course--and pro-Hagel profiles tend to emphasize his early public skepticism (except, of course, when it came to actually voting for the thing). But if Hagel has been publicly criticizing the war since 2003, it's not much of a surprise that he's still against the war in 2007. ... 

I'd say both MSM memes are wrong. Before the war, Hagel was already widely disdained within his party as a pol who reveled in the "strange new respect" the liberal press typically lavishes on GOP apostates. It's not like he threw away massive Republican backing. And if Hagel really thought the war was a disaster, sending those real men and women into a pointless "meat grinder," there were many things he could have done, aside from giving snippy quotes on Meet the Press, to oppose it. He could have given speeches like the one he gave last week, for example. He could have challenged Bush in 2004. But that might have ended his career! Instead, it looks to me as if he sniped and quipped up to the point where it could do him fatal damage if the war went well. At the same time, given the sniping and quipping, the MSM's surprise that 'even Republican Senator Hagel' opposes Bush is entirely inauthentic. ... 

Update: Even a liberal HuffPo blogger thinks the MSM is overdoing the Hagel hype! ... 
Backfill: At The Corner, Kate O'Beirne suggests a more ... courageous (and effective) way Hagel could register his opposition to Bush's war strategy--by campaigning against Gen. Petraeus' confirmation. ... 6:46 P.M. link
Deborah Orin-Eilbeck: I'm stunned by Deborah Orin-Eilbeck's death. I didn't know she was fighting cancer. She sent me an email only a couple of months ago cheerfully and sensibly disputing something I'd written arguing that Gov. Vilsack's candidacy would let Hillary skip the Iowa caucuses. (She wrote: "If Vilsack is running at the bottom of the Iowa Poll, as he was, he isn't a replay of Tom Harkin and doesn't give anyone a pass out of Iowa, methinks. ... And besides, Hillary being Hillary won't get a pass anywhere.") Orin was almost certainly right, as usual--where did Hillary spend last weekend, again? ...

I only met Orin-Eilbeck a few times--mainly through the hospitality of her friend Mary Louise Oates, in whose house she was surrounded by Democratic friends. I'd heard she had a rep as a driven, badger-her-sources reporter, but everytime I met her she was funny and warm and sharp. Also: beautiful dark eyes! Her New York Post writing was almost hygienically unaffected by whatever wishful, respectable (and typically liberal) CW was blowing around Washington. Her pieces were also typically short, pointed and (therefore) fun. Like most good political reporters, she pursued the latest political intelligence with a relentlessness hidden to the outside world, including to most bloggers. I was just thinking Orin would be the perfect person to ask a prickly question I've been avoiding--did the immigration issue really hurt the GOP in 2006? If she'd have said yes, the answer is yes. 

None of us will know her thinking on that or any other issue in the coming two-year presidential fight. That's a narrow concern, I know. But it will be hard to make sense of it all without her. 

Lucianne has a tribute thread. 1:34 A.M. link
Unionism Is Too the Problem: Labor costs--and specifically work rules--are part of what's killing all the unionized auto manufacturers while their non-unionized competitors thrive building cars in the U.S., according to CNN Money. The famous $1,400/car health care burden is only a piece of it:

Other labor costs add to the bill. Contract issues like work rules, line relief and holiday pay amount to $630 per vehicle - costs that the Japanese don't have. And paying UAW members for not working when plants are shut costs another $350 per vehicle.

Sorry, Comrade Kuttner! [via Autoblog] ... P.S.: I guess we need to abolish secret ballots--requiring only a card check--in order to help bring Detroit-style productivity and business success to America's other industries. It can't be that workers look at how the UAW--a relatively clean, democratic union--has poisoned its industry and decide they don't want to organize. It must be "employer coercion." ... 2:17 A.M.
Sunday, January 28, 2007
I didn't realize that Andrew Sullivan also broadcast his misinformation about that British video--i.e. that it showed Iraqi troops beating "civilians"--on the Chris Matthews Show, on national television. ... P.S.: The Matthews producers seem to think that gathering five journalists who all agree about Bush, the "surge," and pretty much every other topic makes for a lively dialogue. ... 7:05 P.M.
Saturday, January 27, 2007
Unreliable Narrator: Andrew Sullivan hosts a British video report that he says shows 

U.S soldiers watching as their Iraqi Army colleagues - Shia - brutally beat Sunni civilians to near-death, as U.S. soldiers hoop and holler in support.

The video shows Iraqi troops beating three men who'd been caught with a bag full of mortars in their car. I don't defend the beatings, which at least one American tries fecklessly to stop, but calling people captured with mortars "civilians" is a bit of a distortion, no? Nor do they appear to be beaten "to near death"--that's just a Sullivanian embellishment.** Does he even watch the videos he hosts? ... 

**--Nor can the Iraqi soldiers hear the Americans hooping and hollering in their vehicle many yards away--a non-trivial distinction, when you think about it. When I first read Sullivan's description I thought the American's were actually spurring the Iraqis on (as opposed to keeping their distance, doing nothing, and hooping amongst themselves, which may be bad enough). The one American who we're told actually has contact with the Iraqis appears to be the one who tries to get them to stop.

Update 1/27: Sullivan's response--Civilians, insurgents. Unarmed, mortars. Minor details! ("The insurgents are civilians inasumuch as they are not in the Iraqi Army ..." Huh?) I've missed the point:

The whole point of the video and the posting, however, was that it illustrated how almost exclusively Shiite forces are ... clearing Sunni neighborhoods, with tacit U.S. support." 

Except the video doesn't show that. It shows Shiite forces capturing and roughing up armed Sunnis, of the sort who are terrorizing civilians in other parts of town. It doesn't show soldiers chasing Sunni residents from their homes. ... 

P.S.: Sullivan declares, of the beating victims, "they are residents of the neighborhood." But of course he doesn't know that. They were in a car, after all (with mortars!)--that's all the video shows. Sullivan also writes that one of them was thrown "into an airless car trunk." The "airless" is another little Sullivan enhancement. I don't know how much air gets into a HumVee trunk--but neither does Sullivan. The man can't help himself. ...

P.P.S.: Sullivan says that I'm not "much concerned with Iraq." This is not a charge that can be levelled at him, unfortunately. To see Sullivan abjectly apologize for his thoughtless, bullying cheerleading for the Iraq war, see this video. ... 

P.P.P.S.: Actually, he doesn't apologize for the "bullying." I added that! ...

More: Is there a structural problem with the use of YouTube clips or rather a problem when you have an "excitable embedder." Leigh Hunt sees both. I see only one. ... 1:51 A.M. link
Friday, January 26, 2007
What Liberal Alterman? Neo-neoliberal Eric Alterman takes on a pro-teachers'-union blogger who accused him of opposing New York teachers' unions on a "lefter than thou" basis (i.e., because they sometimes endorse Republicans):

[M]y displeasure with the teachers union has nothing whatever to do with political policies. Rather, it is as the parent of a New York City public school child who finds the union's frequent inflexibility and resistance toward what looks to my admittedly non-expert eyes to be common-sense reforms self-defeating in the extreme, as well as a significant barrier to badly needed improvements. This explains why the author is so confused about the citation of my views by the DLC fellow.** I do agree more with the DLC than with the union. [E.A.]

Alterman opposes teachers' unions. ... He's agreeing with the DLC. .. He's turned against race-based affirmative action. ... Next he'll be for means-testing Social Security! ... Make him a contributing editor of The New Republic. ... 

P.S.: Why does the pro-teachers' union blog read like something a General Motors executive might have written in, say, 1985? Our cars are as good as any in the world! The critics all have evil motives! ...

**--The "DLC fellow" would be Eduwonk, who mischievously provoked the dispute. ... 5:11 P.M. link
Will Blacks Vote for Obama, Part II: Bob Wright makes a good point about Obama and blacks in our most recent bloggingheads session: Black voters who are lukewarm on Obama may not be responding to his unconventional biography--Kenyan father, no slavery or Jim Crow or civil-rights fights in his background--but rather that he seems "culturally kind of white." After all, Wright argues, you wouldn't expect ordinary voters to be all that familiar with the details of Obama's life. ... To the extent Wright is right, Obama's black problem might be harder to overcome (when it's learned that his cultural affect is reinforced by his life story). Or it might be easier to overcome (if black voters only care about the affect, which can be modified, and not the life story, which can't). But I'm not sure Wright's right: Black voters who know about Obama might well know the basics of his story by now, and they also know if their local opinion leaders--who almost certainly know the details--are talking him up. ... And aren't there plenty of black leaders whose cultural affect is mainstream--Julian Bond, Andrew Young, Harold Ford--who have no problems obtaining black support? ... 

Update: kausfiles Tuesday, WaPo Thursday!** The Post's Michael Fletcher suggests a) black voters get to issues of both heritage and cultural authenticity very quickly, and b) that Obama nevertheless succeeded in establishing a base of African-American support in his "mostly" black South Side Chicago constituency. ...

**-- OK, Salon Monday. ... 1:34 P.M. link
Thursday, January 25, 2007
Bold, Decisive Disasters: The conventional view of Tuesday's State of the Union speech is this: Bush's invasion of Iraq has turned nightmarish. He got beat in the midterms. He's reacted by changing his approach on the domestic front--reaching across the aisle to make bipartisan, centrist compromises on domestic issues like "comprehensive immigration reform." 

But it seems to me the invasion of Iraq and "comprehensive immigration reform" actually have more in common than you might think. Far from being a sensible centrist departure from the sort of grandiose, wishful, rigid thinking that led Bush into Iraq, "comprehensive immigration reform" is of a piece with that thinking. And it's likely to lead to a similar outcome. Here are ten similarities:

1. They're both ideas Bush had when he came into office. Bush speechwriter David Frum has written of his first Oval Office meeting with Bush, a few weeks into his presidency, at which the president explained his "determination to dig Saddam Hussein out of power in Iraq." At about the same time, Bush was meeting with Mexican president Vicente Fox to try to hammer out an immigration deal that would combine a guest worker program with some legalization of existing illegal Mexican immigrants. (Plans for such a broad deal were put on hold only after 9/11 made immigration a national security issue--but Bush diligently resumed pursuit of the deal, just as he diligently resumed pursuit of his pre-election plans for Social Security.)

2. They both have an idealistic basis. Bush was sympathetic to the way Middle East democrats had been frustrated by "realist" foreign policies, and he's clearly sympathetic to the problems of poor immigrants who come to the U.S. to work and feed their families only to be forced to live "in the shadows."

3. They both seek, in one swoop, to achieve a grand solution to a persistent, difficult problem. No "smallball"! The Iraq Project would begin the transformation of the Middle East, an area that had frustrated president after president. "Comprehensive" immigration reform would, as the name suggests, resolve in one bold bill the centuries-old immigration issue--including a) devising a way to keep out illegal workers while b) providing business with legal immigrant workers, plus c) deciding what to do with illegals who are already here. It would, as Bush said Tuesday, be "conclusive."

4. In both cases, they envision a complicated, triple-bank shot chain of events happening just as Bush wishes it to happen. Iraqis were going to be grateful to their American liberators, come together in peace and give us a stable "ally in the war on terror." Hispanics, in the happy Rovian scenario behind Bush's immigration plan, would be grateful to Republicans for bringing them out of the shadows, etc., ensuring a large and growing GOP Latino vote for decades to come.

5. Both have an obvious weak spot, depending crucially on pulling off a very difficult administrative feat. In Iraq, we had to build a nation in the chaotic vacuum of sectarian post-Saddam Iraq--which came to mean training a national army and police force from scratch with recruits who were often sectarian loyalists or insurgent infiltrators. "Comprehensive" immigration reform requires the government to set up an enforcement mechanism that can prevent millions of impoverished foreigners from sneaking across thousands of miles of unprotected borders--and prevent America's millions of self-interested employers from hiring them.

6. In both cases, the solution has failed before. We had failed to "stand up" a democracy in Vietnam. We failed to establish a stable, trans-factional governing structures in Lebanon and Somalia. Similarly, the grand, bipartisan Simpson-Mazzoli immigration reform of 1986 had promised, and failed, to establish an effective immigration enforcement mechanism.

7. Both were promoted by Bill Kristol! 
8. In both cases, some Bush plan enthusiasts may not really mind a chaotic end result. Iraq war foes argue that some important neocon supporters of the Iraq war weren't really bothered by the prospect of Sunni-vs.-Shiite warfare--even seeing divide-and-conquer advantages. (That might help explain the lack of attention paid to planning the post-war occupation.) Similarly, Kristol has said he isn't really bothered that the enforcement parts of the 1986 Simpson-Mazzoli law failed:

I'm not cavalier about illegal immigrants. ...[snip]... What damage have they done that's so great in 20 years? The anti-immigration forces said 20 years ago, there was an amnesty, which there sort of was, the Simpson- Mazzoli bill, which was pushed by the anti-immigration people, that Ronald Reagan signed. What's happened that's so terrible in the last 20 years? Is the crime rate up in the United States in the last 20 years? Is unemployment up in the United States in the last 20 years?...[snip] ... I am pro-immigration, and I am even soft on illegal immigration. 

9. In both cases, less grand--and less risky--alternatives are available. Bush could have kept "Saddam" boxed up while he planned regime change through other means, built alliances and pursued the more manageable war in Afghanistan. ("Smallball" in 2002. Sounds good now!) Similarly, Bush could put "enforcement" mechanisms in place, and make sure they work, before he potentially stimulates a huge new wave of illegal immigrants by rewarding those illegals who already made it across the border. As a stopgap measure, he could establish modest "guest worker" program and even enlarge the quota of legal immigrants from Mexico and other Latin American countries. 

10. In both cases the consequences of losing Bush's big bet are severe. On Tuesday, Bush described the "nightmare scenario" his Iraq plan's failure (on point #5) has made plausible: The Iraqi government "overrun by extremists on all sides. ... an epic battle between Shia extremists backed by Iran, and Sunni extremists aided by al Qaida. ... A contagion of violence could spill out across the country. And in time the entire region could be drawn into the conflict." Plus Al Qaida would have a "safe haven" in Iraq that it hadn't had before. 

The equivalent disaster scenario in immigration would go something like this: "Comprehensive" reform passes. The "earned legalization" provisions work as planned--millions of previously undocumented workers become legal Americans. But the untested "enforcement" provisions (point #5) prove no more effective than they've been in the past--or else they are crippled by ACLU-style lawsuits and lobbying (as in the past). Legal guest workers enter the country to work, but so do millions of new illegal workers, drawn by the prospect that they too, may some day be considered too numerous to deport and therefore candidates for the next amnesty. Hey, "stuff happens!" The current 12 million illegal immigrants become legal--and soon we have another 12 million illegals. Or 20 million. As a result, wages for unskilled, low-income legal American and immigrant workers are depressed. Visible contrasts of wealth and poverty reach near-Latin American proportions in parts of Los Angeles. And the majority of these illegal (and legal) immigrants, like the majority in many parts of the country, are from one nation: Mexico. America for the first time has a potential Quebec problem,** in which a neighboring country has a continuing claim on the loyalties of millions of residents and citizens.

In one sense, this second grand Bush plan failure wouldn't be nearly as disastrous as the first--tens of thousands of people wouldn't die. In another sense, it would be worse. We can retreat from Iraq. We won't be able to retreat from the failure of immigration reform--no "surge" will save us--because it will change who "we" are.

**--Worse than a Quebec problem, maybe. At least France isn't on Canada's border. 12:06 A.M. link
Wednesday, January 24, 2007
Car name of the day: They're unleashing the Melling Hellcat! ... 2:57 A.M.
Note: A giant, case-reinforcing update has been added to the "Will Blacks Vote for Obama?" post below. ... 12:28 A.M.
Tuesday, January 23, 2007
NBC--House of Bland CW Hackery: Conor Friedersdorf disputes the "imperious" Tom Brokaw's "indisputable" points about immigration, the residue of Brokaw's recent skiing tri ...sorry, hard-hitting Murrowesque documentary on illegals in, er, Aspen and Vail. ... 9:52 P.M.
SOTU points: 

1) Shaping? "It is still within our power to shape the outcome of this battle." Modest! Yes, the President also said "let us... turn events toward victory." But turning things toward victory isn't the same as .. victory. Rhetorically, was Bush setting the stage for a sloppy outcome--with the "surge" only making that outcome a bit better than it otherwise would be? Just asking! ... 

2) Stealth? When Sen. Obama was queried by Anderson Cooper about the areas where the Dems and Bush might cooperate productively, Obama ticked off energy and health care. He did not mention "comprehensive immigration reform." Perhaps this is a sign that "comprehensive immigration reform" is less popular among Democrats--at least Democratic voters, or Democratic primary voters--than some have assumed. ... That doesn't mean Bush's "comprehensive reform" (i.e.. semi-amnesty) won't pass. Democratic leaders may still want a Bush-style bill. It does suggest that publicity--actually reminding voters what is on the table-- will be the enemy of Bush-style reform. Its best chance for passage would seem to be quietly, in the dead of night. The more the MSM hypes immigration as a wonderful area of bipartisan cooperation, the less chance there is of that cooperation succeeding. It will be interesting to see if respectable, Tancredo-scorning, pro-comprehensive reporters and editors get with the program and start downplaying the immigration issue. ... 

3) The Clash: Still too much talk about the "decisive ideological struggle ... generational struggle ... the defining struggle of our time" against the "Islamist radical movement." I would think Bush's best strategy for shoring up war support would be to calm things down while Gen. Petraeus does his work, not to remind voters he hears an apocalyptic tocsin they don't. Certainly this isn't new rhetoric. If voters even notice the "struggle of our time" save-get phrase anymore, I suspect it will rightly alarm them, starting with Peggy Noonan. ...

7:58 P.M. link
Tom Maguire of JustOneMinute flags the First Plame Bombshell--at least what passes for a bombshell in mediacentric circles. ... NBC's David Gregory, whose appeal has always escaped me--he never says anything!**--could have some 'splainin' to do. ... 

**--Maybe he's good on Imus. I haven't heard him there. But on the Nightly News and Chris Matthews he's an opinionless Prof. of the Obvious. ... 3:20 P.M. 
Can Barack Obama Appeal to Blacks? I wanted to write an item a few weeks ago predicting--after Stanley Crouch wrote a widely-derided Barack's-not-black-like-me column--that Obama would in fact have trouble appealing to many African-Americans in the primaries because he's not a "native" African American who can trace his roots through slavery, the South, emancipation, Jim Crow, civil rights, etc.. He's an African African American. His family journey from Kenya to Harvard was recent and shortcutted a lot of American black culture and politics. ... I got zero positive feedback for this thought from my friends and dropped it. But there's at least some possible support for the theory in this Newsday report on the ABC-WaPo poll:

Clinton now holds a commanding 41-17 percent lead over the Illinois senator among Democrats and Democrat-leaning Independents, according to an ABC News/Washington Post poll taken before her announcement, and after Obama's Jan. 16 campaign kickoff.

Strikingly, Clinton did even better among black Democratic voters, amassing a 26-point lead over Obama. [E.A.]

In other words, Obama does better among whites than blacks. Maybe Crouch was on to something. ... There are other possible explanations for the discrepancy, of course--e.g. black Democrats are especially loyal to Hillary's husband, they have fewer doubts that she can win, etc. Still ...

Update: Several emailers note that the difference between the Hillary-Obama margin among blacks and among whites would seem to be within the ABC-WaPo poll's margin of error. That may be true, but you'd expect Obama to be actually winning among blacks, no? However, I've looked further into the issue, and the case for differential black hesitance about Obama isn't as strong as I'd thought. It's stronger! For one, as Mystery Pollster has noted, Hillary's differential advantage among blacks is larger than my original post suggests. Here are the numbers from the full ABC release:

Hillary over Obama among whites: 35 to 17

Hillary over Obama among blacks: 53 to 27**

In other words, Hillary's 26 point lead among blacks compares with a mere 18 point lead among whites. More important, the ABC result has now been confirmed in a second, CBS poll, which included an "oversample" of blacks to minimize error. The CBS result: Obama's losing by 14 points among whites but by 24 points among blacks. ...
Mystery Pollster favors a relatively mundane explanation for Obama's failure, so far, to capture the black Democratic vote: loyalty to Hillary plus lack of knowledge of Obama. MP speaks from experience:

Having polled for one of Obama's primary opponents in 2004, I can tell you that whatever doubts Illnois African-Americans may have had about Obama prior to the 2004 primary race, they faded fast as he began to run television advertising, move in the polls and receive routine coverage on media outlets (read local TV news) that reached real voters. The same could happen nationally should he score an early victory in Iowa or New Hampshire. 

For a contrary view, see Debra Dickerson's tumultuous and near-profound Obama-isn't-black essay, which makes about a half dozen fresh, difficult points while seeming to try to have it both ways on whether black leeriness of Obama is a good or bad thing:

Obama isn't black. 

"Black," in our political and social reality, means those descended from West African slaves. Voluntary immigrants of African descent (even those descended from West Indian slaves) are just that, voluntary immigrants of African descent with markedly different outlooks on the role of race in their lives and in politics. At a minimum, it can't be assumed that a Nigerian cabdriver and a third-generation Harlemite have more in common than the fact a cop won't bother to make the distinction.

Dickerson has great fun mocking the civil-rights establishment's forthcoming attempt to put Obama in their debt. ("Never having been 'black for a living' with protest politics or any form of racial oppositionality, he'll need to assure the black powers that be that he won't dis the politics of blackness (and, hence, them) ... "). She only veers off the rails when, after explaining how Obama's lack of slave ancestry hurts him among blacks, she tries to flip the blame and "point out the continuing significance of the slave experience to the white American psyche; it's not we who can't get over it. It's you." How's that?

Ben Smith has a nice, nasty anti-Obama quote from an unnamed "Clinton adviser" that dovetails with Dickerson on a shallower level: "He's not built to be the black candidate. ... His youth and inexperience play against him in that world -- he's the young whippersnapper who didn't pay his dues." [E.A.]

See also this 2004 NYT piece on the divide between African-Americans and African-Americans. ... [Thanks to readers EV, JS1, JS2, TM] 3:54 A.M. link
Raise the Titaaron: Aaron Sorkin seems to have responded to critics of his now-rejiggered Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip with the same wit and class he displayed responding to Rick Cleveland. ... 2:55 A.M.
Monday, January 22, 2007
Not Another Mommy: Anne Kornblut on Hillary--

Instead of campaign rhetoric, Clinton focused on the specific theme of health care for children, locking hands with a little girl who joined her onstage. In so doing, she signaled that she will use her uniqueness as a woman -- and more specifically as a mother -- to stake out her ground in the crowded presidential field at a time when Democrats across the board are putting children at the center of their imagery and message.

It's not clear that Mommyism is the best antidote to Hillary's image as a scold who knows what's good for us and is willing to use government to make us do it. Is state maternalism any less annoying or demeaning than paternalism? ... Update: Dean Barnett blames George Lakoff. ... My own attack on Lakoff's conflation of politics and parenting is here. ... [via Driscoll] 2:07 A.M.
The Cafe Milano Candidate: Would he make a good pick for the VP slot? Bill Richardson skirts the issue! ... Update: Steve Clemons brings up a "touchy" subject. .. 1:33 A.M.
Big problem for pollsters: The rapid growth of cell-phone-only households. ... It's less clear that, if polls are increasingly suspect, it's a problem for the rest of us. ...1:05 A.M.
Sunday, January 21, 2007
Former U.S. senator George Smathers died on Saturday at age 93. Wasn't there a rather famous non-public photo of Smathers and JFK on a fishing boat somewhere? Do we ever get to see it? WaPo might ask Ben Bradlee. ... All the A.P. obit says is:

He and Kennedy, who was elected the same year, shared similar affluent backgrounds, wartime experiences and a passion for golf -- and women.

Monkey business? ... 2:08 P.M.
Missing from the Kremlin Wall: Andrew Sullivan, in a typical self-deprecating post that leaves you convinced you've gotten the full story, discloses his departure from Time for The Atlantic. He sucks up to everyone in sight at both magazines--except Ana Marie Cox. ... Hmmm. ... 12:30 P.M.
Saturday, January 20, 2007
Mohammed of Iraq the Model thinks the surge has a chance, and he lives there. But some of his suggestions** might not please the Iraqi chapter of the National Rifle Association. ... 

**--"Yes, having a weapon for defensive use is a justified need at this time but registering those weapons is of great importance to security." 4:16 P.M.
Doesn't Bill Kristol know that at this point he's a negative brand? That is, if he endorses something that makes other people less likely to endorse it. The headline of his latest co-bylined editorial--"All We Are Saying ... Is Give Petraeus a Chance"--roughly reflects what I think. But I'll be damned if I'm going to agree with someone who's been so wrong** and caused so much damage! And not just on the war. ... It would help Kristol's causes if he just stopped writing for a couple of years. Maybe a world cruise? The next subscriber-fleecing Weekly Standard voyage, just leave him on board and pick him up in 2008. ... P.S.: If the goal is to remove Kristol from the public eye, and if he can't quit completely, signing him to write a column for Time seems like a plausible Plan B. ...

**--See, e.g., this 2003 NPR interview at the 9:18 mark. ... 2:15 P.M.
Friday, January 19, 2007
Time to cash out of the Bush administration? Jenna's doing it. The owner of Impeachbush.com is doing it. One more and it's a trend. In a few months, after all, people might not care. ... 10:54 P.M.
Too Good to Check: Rent-a-demonstrator. ... Update: Alert reader T. claims this is nothing new. ... But now it's online! ... And these European demonstrators are "good looking," identifying themselves by 

skin color and "appearance type," which can be for example "European," "African," "South American," or "Asian."

according to Spiegel Online. ... They're not cheap, though, by U.S. protest-rental standards. ... 9:39 P.M.
"Oklahoma Professor Calls for Immigrant Voting Rights," which apparently includes both documented and "undocumented" immigrants. This from the Aztlan News Network, which promises to be a reliable provider of backlash-inducing pro-immigrant immoderation in the months ahead. If you are Tom Tancredo, you want to bookmark this site. ... 3:10 P.M.
Those Iranian Election Results in Full: NY Post columnist Amir Taheri doesn't seem to be reporting on the same local Iranian elections we read about last month in the U.S. press. Yes, they were a rebuke of President Ahmadinejad, but the resemblance ends there:

Dissatisfaction with Ahmadinejad was partly reflected in the recent local government elections and elections for the Assembly of Experts, where candidates closely identified with the president did poorly. 

Overall, however, the radical factions of the Khomeinist movement (of which Ahmadinejad is a product) did very well. In the local elections, the radicals ended up with 83 percent of the votes; they also did well in the Assembly of Experts' voting. 
In other words, although Ahmadinejad's personal brand of radicalism suffered a setback, the Khomeinist movement as a whole remains in radical mode. [E.A.]

P.S.: Here's how a NYT editorial ("Saner Voices in Iran") characterized those same results:

The main gainers came from two very different opposition groups, one aligned with former President Ali Rafsanjani, an establishment conservative, and the other with remnants of the cautious reform movement led by former President Mohammad Khatami.

Someone would seem to be cocooning, or spinning. 12:32 P.M.
Thursday, January 18, 2007
More on Barbara & Condi & Laura: Compare Barbara Boxer's line of attack on Condoleezza Rice last week with Charles Peters' seemingly similar Washington Monthly attack on the insulation of the powerful. First, Peters:

Many of those making between $100,000 and $500,000, especially those who live in large cities, worry far more about getting their children into the right private schools or into an elite university than they do about fixing the public schools. And almost all of them, like the congressmen, have generous health insurance of their own that means health care for others doesn't tend to be one of their imperatives. Finally, because their sons and daughters, with rare exceptions, are not in the armed forces, they could support sending other people's children into the war in Iraq. [E.A.]

And here's Boxer:

"Now, the issue is who pays the price. Who pays the price? I'm not going to pay a personal price. My kids are too old and my grandchild is too young. You're not going to pay a particular price, as I understand it, with an immediate family. So who pays the price? The American military and their families."

See the problem? As Peters points out, even those who have sons and daughters are usually insulated from the costs of war because we have a volunteer military. Boxer's riffing about her children and grandchildren (and Rice's lack of "immediate family") isn't relevant to whether, as Boxer later put it, those who make Iraq policy "will pay the price for this escalation" because people who have military-age children don't pay the price for war either unless those children volunteer. And most don't. 

So why did Boxer bring up her irrelevant children and grandchildren? Why not simply point to the insulating effect of the volunteer army? I don't know. But if I were a) allergic to poll-tested liberal rhetoric, and b) slightly paranoid--two small "ifs"--I might note that Boxer's illogical detour allowed her to not-so-subtly advertise her motherhood in line with the reigning mommy-rhetoric of the Pelosi Era, in which "the gavel" is in "the hands of America's children."
The "it's all about children" meme must focus-group really well, because Democrats keep trotting it out (most famously to justify welfare payments for "children," even though it's adults who get the checks). I don't remember Mommyism winning any national elections, though--especially during a war.

Boxer also managed to leave the implication that if only her children were of the right age, they would of course be volunteering to serve their country in the military. I don't know Boxer's childen, but I'm skeptical.

Verdict: Guilty, guilty, guilty!

P.S.: In my earlier post, I also characterized Laura Bush as unfeminst for asserting that "[y]ou need a very supportive family and supportive friends to have this job" [of President], after Bush noted that Rice "is single, her parents are no longer living, she's an only child." Technically, of course, Bush was suggesting that both single women and single men would have a hard time being president. That may still be objectionable. It may also contain a germ of truth. But isn't it possible for singles--even single only children, and even single only children whose parents are deceased--to build networks of "friends" that do the work of a family? I know people who've managed that. The snarkiest dimension of Laura Bush's comment, then, isn't the reasonable argument that it helps to have a network at your back, but the apparent assertion that Rice has no "supportive friends." ... 12:21 A.M. link
Wednesday, January 17, 2007
What Liberal Liberalism? Eric Alterman comes out against race-based affirmative action. (He'd base preferences on class, Kahlenberg-style). If Alterman, a man of the left, author of What Liberal Media?, blogger for "progressive" site Media Matters, is now against race preferences, who's for them again? Aside from the entire establishment, I mean. ... P.S.: Alterman even suggests that Martin Luther King would have settled on class-based preferences had he lived. ... 12:47 A.M. link
Tuesday, January 16, 2007
Pelosi=Amnesty Update: 
"The new Democratic-controlled Congress is likely to give President Bush the immigration legislation he wants, congressional leaders of both parties said."

That's from the Chicago Sun-Times.** Meanwhile, the border fence that Congress passed last year is in jeopardy, according to the CQ Midday Update email:
House Majority Leader Steny H. Hoyer, D-Md., said the House will reconsider a plan to build a fence along the southwestern border between Mexico and the United States. 

"I think the fence will be revisited," Hoyer told reporters today.

**--In fact, Hoyer didn't quite say this in the Fox interview cited. Do Democrats who just won seats in marginal or populist districts really want legalization of illegals (in exchange for untested border controls) to be the new Dem majority's signal achievement? ... 3:13 P.M.
Scooter-Scoop Reminder: As the Libby trial opens, the major drama of course is watching to see a) if kausfiles' big scoop about what "Scooter" Libby told Tim Russert gets vindicated, and b) if it's vindicated, how will the MSM handle the touchy subject matter (charges of anti-Semitism)? ... Early indicators: You won't even find Russert listed in MSNBC's interactive roster of key "players," though he is one. ... And the Washington Post publishes the following:

The plainspoken Russert will be a star government witness. He has told Fitzgerald that Libby fabricated parts of a conversation with him. He has said that when he spoke with Libby in mid-July, Plame never came up as Libby complained that MSNBC host Chris Matthews had an antiwar slant. [E.A.]

Er, no. Not "anti-war," unless "anti-war" and "anti-Semitic" are now synonymous (if reporting on the prestigious kausfiles blog is to be believed). No doubt the "plainspoken Russert" will eschew such controversy-avoiding euphemisms. ... 

P.S.: Everyone expects Tom Maguire to be the Go-To-Blogger on Libby. Those sorts of expectations can be a burden. What if he's gotten tired of Plamegate? Update: Not to worry. ... 

P.P.S.: I second Maguire's transpartisan (even trans-Plame) statement of support and best wishes for relentless firedoglake blogger Jane Hamsher, who's about to undergo cancer surgery. ... 2:50 P.M. link
Paparazzi catch hot Buick wearing see-through bra! ... 12:25 A.M.
Monday, January 15, 2007
Did Laura really say that about Condi like Nora says? It seems she did:

"Dr. Rice, who I think would be a really good candidate [for President], is not interested. Probably because she is single, her parents are no longer living, she's an only child. You need a very supportive family and supportive friends to have this job." 

Yikes. Single women can't be president! Move over, Barbara. ... P.S.: Does Laura Bush's intra-party sneer get Sen. Barbara Boxer off the hook? Or--by suggesting some powerful subconscious urge of married mothers to condescend to single women--does it make it even clearer that Boxer is guilty? Bush's comment certainly doesn't make the Boxer incident seem like a better episode for feminism. ... 1:04 A.M.
Sunday, January 14, 2007
Against the War, For the Surge: I was throwing out some newspapers and came across something I'd forgotten: Michael Gordon's November 15 NYT piece describing how General Anthony Zinni, a trenchant and consistent critic of the decision to go to war in Iraq and of the prosecution of the war, supports something that looks an awful lot like President Bush's surge:

Anthony Zinni, who used to head the U.S. Central Command and was among the retired generals who called for the resignation of Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, argued that the reduction of American forces was more likely to accelerate the slide to civil war than avert it.

''The logic of this is you put pressure on Maliki and force him to stand up to this,'' Zinni said in an interview, referring to Nuri Kamal al-Maliki, the Iraqi prime minister. ''Well, you can't put pressure on a wounded guy.'

'There is a premise that the Iraqis are not doing enough now, that there is a capability that they have not employed or used.

''I am not so sure they are capable of stopping sectarian violence."

Instead of taking troops out, Zinni said, it would make more sense to consider deploying additional American forces over the next six months to ''regain momentum'' as part of a broader effort to create more jobs, foster political reconciliation and develop more effective Iraqi security forces.

Logic says we should be able to separate support for the war from support for or opposition to the surge, as H. Kurtz has noted. But politics seems to often dictate surge-bashing as a sort of emotional and political make-up call for failure to oppose the decision to go to war in the first place. (Just watch Hillary!) I find Michael O'Hanlon persuasive on the surge issue:

Critics rightly argue that it may well be too little, way too late. But for a skeptical Congress and nation, it is still the right thing to try -- as long as we do not count on it succeeding and we start working on backup plans even as we grant Bush his request.

P.S.: I wonder how much of the blame for the "too late" part will turn out to fall on Karl Rove. It seems highly likely that Bush knew many months ago that a new Iraq plan was needed, but delayed for fear of disrupting his overconfident Republican strategist's flat-footed midterm election strategy--even though, it seems clear now, declaring this new initiative seven months ago might have saved the Republicans in the election. ... 10:43 P.M. link
Friday, January 12, 2007
It's the Hassle: Washington Monthly's Charles Peters mocks the "new proletariat" of Americans in the "$100,000-$500,000 income range," especially their agitation against the Alternative Minimum Tax. ... My impression is the main complaint against the AMT is not the extra tax it extracts but the extra paperwork hassle it imposes on those who essentially have to calculate their tax two times, using different sets of rules (or, almost as annoying, pay an accountant to do it for them) ... I would think the anti-bureaucratic Wash. Monthly would join in the fraternal struggle against unnecessary government-imposed complications--realizing that Washington could probably collect a lot more tax money, indeed more money from the complaining top 20%, and if only it did so with less hassle. ... Similarly, I think the hassle factor--the hassle of figuring out which insurance company is going to screw you in what way, of reading the fine print and artfully filling out forms and switching plans and negotiating with gatekeepers and getting pre-op approval and worrying about treatments that won't be covered--is why even the well-insured 'new proleteriat' will ultimately care about universal health coverage (contrary to what Peters suggests in his last item). ...

Update: Ann Althouse, who uses Turbo Tax, says it's the money, not the hassle. ... Instapundit wonders "if Turbo Tax isn't a friend of Big Government." [link omitted] ... I wonder a) if the AMT effectively eliminates the tax benefits of the home mortgage deduction and b) more and more affluent Americans are going to be subject to the unindexed AMT, then c) the resulting decline in utility of the tax deduction will produce a corresponding fall in the price of high-income homes. ... Update/Correction: AMT payers still get the mortgage deduction if it's for buying, building or improving a home. But they don't get to take it for home equity loans. [Thanks to reader J.L.]

P.S.: My anti-hassle argument is simply that we shouldn't have to do two tax calculations. I'm not saying there's not a good argument that, of the two, we should keep the AMT and ditch the deduction-riddled regular tax code. That may be where we are headed already--as more Americans are obviously going to have to pay the AMT, they eventually may not bother with the regular tax code calculation at all, no? Result: Back-door slow-motion tax reform. ... 10:26 P.M.
Hagel's Hyperbole: Like most people--including, perhaps, most supporters of the "surge"--I don't expect it to work. But (assuming we don't initiate a new war with Iran or Syria) I don't quite understand why, if it fails, the U.S. will be in all that much worse a strategic position than it is now in Iraq. This doesn't seem like a doubling down. It seems more like raising the bet 15%. So when Sen. Chuck Hagel calls Bush's latest plan
"the most dangerous foreign policy blunder in this country since Vietnam, if it's carried out"

that seems a bit odd. If the surge fails, surely the 'most dangerous foreign policy blunder' will be not the surge but the initial invasion of Iraq. Hagel voted for that, remember. ... Perhaps not just publicity-seeking political ambition but guilt is at work behind Hagel's hyperbole. ... P.S.: On Charlie Rose, Hagel equivocates, Kerry/2004 style, not quite being able to bring himself to say he was wrong on the Iraq war vote. He also defends his hyperbole, citing both the strains of increased troop deployment and the possibility of conflict with Iran and Syria. But note that Hagel's own plan, as he outlines it, would involve putting our troops on Iraq's borders with Iran and Syria, which might not exactly reduce the possibility of conflict ... 8:08 P.M.
Thursday, January 11, 2007
Auto Snow: Not So Fast, Comrade Kuttner! [Note: It may actually save you time to watch the accelerated video version of this rant.] 

The shift lever falls readily to hand for one R. Kuttner, who road tests the Pontiac G6. He doesn't like the door-lock releases. Or the steering. Kuttner concludes the problem wiith GM isn't its workers--or unions--it's GM's incompetent designers and executives:

You might blame GM's woes on poor American workmanship or the cost of American labor. But Japanese total labor costs are comparable, even with Detroit's higher health insurance costs. Increasingly, Japanese cars are being assembled in the USA, and the quality holds up just fine.

So what's wrong with GM? The cars. GM is famous for being run by bean counters and ad men. Toyota is run by engineers.'

This is a common viewpoint, I've found, among my Democratic friends--Jon Alter, this means you!***--who would never actually buy a Detroit product but who want to believe the UAW can't be blamed. The argument seems to be roughtly this: a) American cars are now reliable enough, having closed the gap with the Japanese brands, so b) the workers are doing their job; therefore c) if Detroit cars like the G6 are still obviously inferior--tacky and cheap, with mediocre handling--it must be because they're designed badly by white collar professionals, not because they're built badly by blue collar union members.

The trouble with this comforting liberal argument is labor costs. When Kuttner says "Japanese total labor costs are comparable, even with Detroit's higher health insurance costs," he is--as is so often the case--talking through his hat. Look at this chart. GM pays $31.35 an hour. Toyota pays $27 an hour. Not such a big difference. But--thanks in part to union work rules that prevent the thousands of little changes that boost productivity--it takes GM, on average, 34.3 hours to build a car, while it takes Toyota only 27.9 hours. ** Multiply those two numbers together and it comes out that GM spends 43% more on labor per car. And that's before health care costs (where GM has a $1,300/vehicle disadvantage). 

If you're GM or Ford, how do you make up for a 43% disadvantage? Well, you concentrate on vehicle types where you don't have competition from Toyota--e.g. big SUVs in the 1980s and 1990s. Or you build cars that strike an iconic, patriotic chord--like pickup trucks, or the Mustang and Camaro. Or--and this is the most common technique--you skimp on the quality and expense of materials. Indeed, you have special teams that go over a design to "sweat" out the cost. Unfortunately, these cost-cutting measures (needed to make up for the UAW disadvantage) are all too apparent to buyers. Cost-cutting can even affect handling--does GM spend the extra money for this or that steel support to stabilize the steering, etc. As Robert Cumberford of Automobile magazine has noted, Detroit designers design great cars--but those aren't what gets built, after the cost-cutters are through with them.

Look at the big Ford Five Hundred--a beautiful car on the outside, based on the equally attractive Volvo S80. But thanks to Ford's cost-cutters it debuted with a tinny, depressing interior that would lose a comparison with a subcompact Toyota Scion. Ford wants $30,000 for the Five Hundred. Forget it!

Is it really an accident that all the UAW-organized auto companies are in deep trouble while all the non-union Japanese "transplants" building cars in America are doing fine? Detroit's designs are inferior for a reason, even when they're well built. And that reason probably as more to do with the impediments to productivity imposed by the UAW--or, rather, by legalistic, Wagner-Act unionism--than with slick and unhip Detroit corporate "culture."

P.S.: If Detroit can only be competititive when the UAW makes grudging concessions, isn't it likely the UAW will only concede enough to make GM and Ford survive, but never enough to let them actually beat the Japanese manufactures? I try to make this point here.

Update: But UAW President Ron Gettelfinger is right about Ford's botch of the Taurus. ... 

**--Non-union Toyota's productivity, in terms of hours per car, has actually been growing faster than GM's, according to the Harbour report cited by NPR. So--thanks in part to Toyota's lack of work-rule bottlenecks?--GM is not catching up. It's falling further behind.

***--Update: Alter denies the charge that he'd never buy a Detroit product. He says he "had a Taurus a few years ago." And he doesn't remember the conversation--about the relative culpability of the UAW vs. Detroit design--that I remember. ... 1:57 P.M. link
Wednesday, January 10, 2007
Who's Surge Is It, Anyway? In this video from AEI, Frederick Kagan and Gen. Jack Keane, originators of the "surge" strategy, make it as clear as can be that they do not intend for surging U.S. or Iraqi troops to go after on Moqtada al-Sadr's Shiite Mahdi Army or to attempt to enter and clear out the vast Shiite neighborhood of Sadr City.** Yet in his speech tonight, President Bush said (without mentioning Sadr's name) that Iraqi prime minister al-Maliki had given U.S. forces the "green light" to do just that--and news accounts played up the anti-Sadr angle. ... Either Bush's surge is some other kind of surge from the Kagan/Keane surge, or there's some Kabuki goin' on (e.g., al-Maliki doesn't really mean it, and perhaps the Bush administration knows al-Maliki doesn't really mean it, but wants a) Iraqi Sunnis, b) Americans, c) Sadr or d) himself to think he means it). ... 

P.S.: Kagan and Keane also wrote:

It is difficult to imagine a responsible plan for getting the violence in and around Baghdad under control that could succeed with fewer than 30,000 combat troops beyond the forces already in Iraq.

Bush is sending "roughly 20,000" additional U.S. troops, according to the NYT. ...

Update: Juan Cole has an idea what the Kabuki is:

I would suggest that PM Nuri al-Maliki's warning to the Mahdi Militia to disarm or face the US military is in fact code. He is telling the Sadrists to lie low while the US mops up the Sunni Arab guerrillas. Sadr's militia became relatively quiescent for a whole year after the Marines defeated it at Najaf in August, 2004. But since it is rooted in an enormous social movement, the militia is fairly easy to reconstitute after it goes into hiding.


But if this is the case, is that a problem for the U.S. strategy, or the key to its implementation--i.e., if "lie low" means the Mahdi Army stops sectarian killings without the U.S. having to attack it? 

**--Kagan and Keane want the troops to patrol "Sunni and mixed Sunni-Shiite neighborhoods," in part to convince Shiites they don't need Sadr's militias, which is different from taking them on. Attacking Sadr in Sadr City, Kagan says, would be a "very bloody opertation" that would "look something like Fallujah." (See video at 9:58.) While we would "win," he argues that it would have the political effect of "driving all of the Shia parties together to oppose us." 11:27 P.M. link
The old Pelosi is back: How do you go in a week from appearing to be a moon-faced 45-year old to looking your age (66). I'm still mystified. ... 10:24 P.M.
Tuesday, January 9, 2007
"It's Over:" Kate Hudson's people must be paying US Weekly to feature her breakup on the cover. I contend nobody actually cares about Kate Hudson's romantic life. Do you? She's no Ron Burkle! ... 5:21 P.M.
Looking in a crowd for friends: Supporters of welfare reform have seen caseloads drop dramatically and a employment rise, but we're still looking for unmistakable signs of a dramatic improvement in the culture of ghetto poverty, especially for black men. Jill Leovy's Salon piece on the murder rates for black men seems to offer a potentially significant bit of evidence:

The reality is that blacks in 1976 were almost twice as likely to die from homicide as blacks in 2004, and the disparity between black and white rates was 20 percent higher than today.

What's more, Leovy notes, "[s]ignificant progress has happened very recently. Over the last dozen years or so, the nation has seen a startling crime drops ... and black rates have dropped especially steeply." Hmm. What happened a "dozen years or so" ago? I can't remember. ... Leovy doesn't discuss the possible welfare-reform explanation,** though maybe she should. ...

**--In fact, she credits the continuing breakup of the black family with a decline in the murder of men by "battered wives, trapped and desperate," although she notes that this can't account for the whole drop. ... 4:58 P.M.
Give me 15 more inches of BarryAchenbachStein: Ezra Dyer's auto-show blogging comes in on the good end of Hearty Hack. ... 2:12 P.M.
Catching Up With ... NCLB! The estimable Eduwonk notes that today's NYT coverage of the debate over the No Child Left Behind Act sees the story through the hack pre-neoliberal prism: "more money, less money, Republicans against Democrats." In fact, Eduwonk notes, 
the NCLB tension evidenced in this story is less Republican and Democrat than differences between the Democratic committee chairs on the House and Senate education committees and their leadership. The money issue can be resolved in the context of a deal, the bigger problem is that while Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid thinks NCLB is punitive, George Miller and Ted Kennedy don't. [E.A.]
Does Sen. Kennedy mind that the Times cluelessly ignores his non-hack, non-anti-Bush role? Probably not, since the perception that he's in there fighting Bush for more money is what gives him the street cred** to play his non-hack role of warding off the education bureaucracies, including unions, that want to to water down the law's standards. ... 

P.S.: Meanwhile. former NCLB enthusiast Mike Petrilli thinks the bold, risky Bush push into education is FUBAR and advocates withdrawal to the Kurdish stronghold. ... 

P.P.S.: As a non-eduwonk, I would think if the NCLB were working we'd see the results by now in positive test scores--and if it isn't working, we should abandon the perestroika-like attempt to whip the education bureaucracy into shape with testing and "sanctions"--and move on to the dissolution of that bureaucracy through a proliferation of charter schools. But Eduwonk says, via email, that it's too soon to tell whether the NCLB will improve test scores, since the " law was passed in January of '02, states only had the testing really implemented last year and this year ..." ... . 
More: For some broader Eduwonk takes--but still not the one-stop what-to-think-about-NCLB piece concerned citizens demand--see here and here. ... Also note this comment on the power of the anti-NCLB teachers' unions to reshape (i.e. gut) the law:
A Democratic majority doesn't hurt them but doesn't help them all that much either because there are bad feelings on both sides of the aisles about how the unions, especially the NEA, have approached the law since its passage. ...[snip] ... But if things start to look scary for Dems in 2008, the unions stock goes up.
**--that would be the "liberal street," otherwise known as Iowa. 1:29 P.M. link
Monday, January 8, 2007
NPR seems to have a new feature: "Pointless Stories from the Civil Rights Era." Apparently they've run out of the good ones. Enjoy! 2:39 P.M.
Stupidest sentence in the LAT's big Gates Foundation takedown: After noting that Gates invests in oil companies in the Niger Delta, the Times team declares--

Indeed, local leaders blame oil development for fostering some of the very afflictions that the foundation combats.

Oil workers, for example, and soldiers protecting them are a magnet for prostitution, contributing to a surge in HIV and teenage pregnancy, both targets in the Gates Foundation's efforts to ease the ills of society, especially among the poor. [E.A.]

Presumably it helps Nigeria's economy to have an oil industry, and it helps Nigeria's workers to have jobs in that industry. If the oil workers (or soldiers) then see prostitutes, what exactly are the oil companies the Gates Foundation invests in supposed to do to stop it that they are not doing, short of pulling out of Nigeria? ... Maybe there is something, but the Times doesn't say, leaving the impression it's ready to blame Gates for ills that are an indirect byproduct of the sort of ordinary economic development most people would regard as legitimate and beneficial. ... [Many conflicts here: Gates' Microsoft used to own Slate. Former Slate editor Mike Kinsley, a friend, is married to a Gates Foundation official, etc. Still! ] 12:12 A.M.
Sunday, January 7, 2007
Great Moments in Public Employee Unionism: Two L.A. traffic engineers have been charged with "sabotaging intersection signal lights" on "the eve of a two-day job action by members of the Engineers and Architects Assn., which represents 7,500 city workers," according to the LAT. The Times says the two allegedly rigged computers to disrupt** signal lights at "four busy intersections." 

Union officials were unavailable for comment Friday. Robert Aquino, executive director of the Engineers and Architects Assn., did not return repeated calls. But in an Aug. 21 interview with The Times about the pending two-day strike, Aquino noted: "Los Angeles is not going to be a fun place to drive." [E.A.]

P.S.: There is some logic to paying private sector employees according to how much disruption they can cause during a strike (which is roughly what U.S.-style collective bargaining does). There's a lot less logic to paying government employees according to how much disruption they can cause--that disruption is often immense, even when strikers don't resort to extralegal means. ... [via L.A. Observed] 

**--Correction: Text originally said "disconnect." The Times now reports:

They didn't shut the lights off, city transportation sources said. Rather, the engineers allegedly programmed them so that red lights would be extremely long on the most congested approaches to the intersections, causing gridlock for several days ... [E.A.]

9:57 P.M.
Nancy is to Hillary as Arnold is to ______: Just as Hillary Clinton should maybe be worried that a poor performance by Speaker Pelosi will sour voters on women leaders,** should "maverick" Republican presidential candidates like John McCain and Rudy Giuliani worry that Arnold Schwarzenegger's example will sour GOP primary voters on maverick Republicans? ... In Pelosi's case, the worry (for Hillary) would be that she would flop. In Schwarzenegger's case, the worry (for McCain and Giuliani) would be that he'd be successful at implementing non-conservative reforms like his plan to provide guaranteed health care to all children in California including immigrant children in the country illegally. The message, for those conservatives who might be tempted to overlook McCain's semi-Democratic domestic ideas (like his pro-legalization immigration plan and campaign-finance schemes) for the sake of his muscular foreign policy, would be that a maverick Republican is much more likely to get those semi-Democratic ideas enacted than an actual Democrat. ... To Be Sure: This alarmist message might be distorted (the California legislature Schwarzenegger deals with is much more liberal than Congress) and wrong (Schwarzenegger's centrist health initiative, aside from the illegal immigrant part, seems worthy). But that doesn't mean Republican primary voters won't be alarmed. ... [Thanks to alert reader S.A.K.]

**--CW today, but not last October! 9:27 P.M. link
Page C5: The NYT sells moneymaking TV stations to refocus on "synergies" between its struggling newspapers and "digitial businesses." .... "Synergies." Where' did I hear that word recently, in a media context? ... Now I remember. ... P.S.: Stock down 14%. Sell off of profitable assets. We're only just beginning to glimpse Pinch's visionary plan for victory! ... 8:22 P.M.
Naked cars: We read Autoblog for the pictures. The writing is hackwork--even worse than Road and Track, which is saying something. Today, Autoblog sneers at the new Ford Focus, without bothering to explain why it "falls short." ... Maybe they're upset that it's built on the old Focus chassis and not the newer "C1" platform used in Europe and shared with Mazda. But the tinny old American Ford Focus ZX3 hatch is fun to drive. The C1-based Mazda 3 isn't, at least at normal speeds (I think because so much of the design's weight is way up at the front). ... 7:22 P.M.
Saturday, January 6, 2007
What You Mean "They," Kemo Sabe? Sen. McCain woos the GOP base! 

"I'll build the goddamned fence if they want it."

[Thanks to reader R.H.] ... 1:58 P.M. 
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medical examiner
The Biotech Bubble
Why stem-cell research won't make states rich.
By David Hamilton
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 3:28 PM ET 
As Congress hunts for ways to push its stem-cell bill past an expected veto, states are charging ahead on their own. Last month, Gov. Eliot Spitzer kicked off plans to spend $1 billion on New York-based stem-cell research over the next decade. Spitzer is following the lead of California, whose massive $3 billion effort pioneered the state-level stem-cell surge two years ago. Similar, if smaller-scale, efforts are afoot in Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, Maryland, and New Jersey.

In backing stem cells, state leaders are promising miracle cures for deadly diseases such as Alzheimer's disease, Parkinson's disease, and AIDS—and telling voters that those miracles can be had for free. Spitzer promised during his State of the State address in January that the stem-cell investment "will repay itself many times over in increased jobs, economic activity and improved health."

This sort of claim appears to have originated with a study produced in the run-up to the 2004 vote on California's initiative. The authors, Stanford University health economist Laurence Baker and Bruce Deal of the Analysis Group, concluded that stem-cell research would generate state revenues and health-care savings of $6.4 to $12.6 billion over the 30 years it will take to pay off the state bonds used to fund it. California's $3 billion investment would not only pay for itself and another $2.4 billion in bond interest payments, it would also turn the state a profit of at least $1 billion.

But the Baker-Deal numbers look hopelessly optimistic. To begin with, they assume that stem-cell treatments will work in the first place. Many of the most hyped biotechnology innovations of the last 25 years have yet to live up to their early promise. And when they do work, they often tend to improve medical care at the margins instead of revolutionizing it.

If medical treatments can be derived from stem-cell research, they are at least a decade or two away, if history is any guide. Even then, new therapies envisioned by supporters, such as diabetes treatments that regenerate insulin-producing islet cells, might add to government health-care costs instead of curbing them. The Baker-Deal report figured that stem-cell therapies could save California at least $3.4 billion in health-care costs over the next three decades by assuming the therapies would reduce state spending on six major medical conditions by 1 percent to 2 percent. While the authors cast that as a "conservative" estimate, they don't even model the possibility that costs might rise instead. Recent medical advances haven't appreciably slowed growth in overall U.S. health-care spending, which continues to rise far faster than inflation.

Ideally, of course, stem-cell therapies would start a trend in the opposite direction by reducing or eliminating the need for expensive and often lifelong medical care. For that to happen, though, the new treatments would need to largely replace existing ones at a reasonable price, and then doctors would have to use them sparingly—for instance, only on the patients most likely to benefit. None of these assumptions is a particularly good bet under the current U.S. health-care system, in which new treatments are often simply added to older ones, and where insurers so far have tended to pay top dollar for incremental medical advances.

Baker and Deal also suggest that stem-cell support could yield California as much as $1.1 billion in royalty income, assuming that companies who license the rights to new discoveries pay 2 percent to 4 percent of treatment sales back to the state. But as Richard Gilbert, a University of California at Berkeley economist, pointed out in a recent critique of the study, most basic research doesn't yield commercial products, and the actual returns on commercialized research tend to be far lower than the level Baker and Deal assume. Gilbert estimates that California's total royalty income could be as low as $18 million in current dollars, or just 0.6 percent of its $3 billion investment. (Here's some of his reasoning.) As he dryly notes in his paper, "If income generation were the sole justification for stem cell research funding (which of course it is not), the State would be better off investing in its own municipal bonds."

What about the potential of stem-cell research to spur economic development—can a state that sponsors stem-cell research hope to attract cool scientists who will then draw others, plus a coterie of entrepreneurs and venture capitalists? Biotech companies do tend to cluster in places like San Francisco and Boston, but their overall impact on regional economies tends to be limited. While they often pay high salaries, the vast majority of these companies are tiny, unprofitable startups with fewer than 100 employees. They frequently collapse well before they earn a dollar in sales. Even successful biotech ventures are often bought out by distant drug companies, which sometimes shut down the acquired company while transferring its research activities and any products elsewhere. On top of all that, big states like California and New York are going to wind up competing for some of the very same scientists, VCs, and entrepreneurs, further shrinking the rewards.

Why did Baker and Deal see dollar signs? The $200,000 stem-cell supporters paid to Deal's firm, the Analysis Group, for campaign consulting might have something to do with it. In an interview, Baker said he didn't think of the report as advocacy but added that "we knew we were working for people who wanted to pass this thing." And while he still believes the economic benefits of stem-cell research could be "quite large," Baker also describes the report as merely "one possible version of how things might happen." 

None of this means that stem-cell research doesn't deserve government funding. Stem-cell science, after all, remains in its infancy. Nearly a decade after the discovery of embryonic stem cells in humans, scientists still don't know exactly how they work, how to assure their purity, or what unexpected side effects they might have when transplanted into the human body. 

At this stage of basic research, private funding is in short supply precisely because it's not clear where the payoff lies. This is where the federal government should come in. But a 2001 executive order from President Bush prevents federally funded scientists—that is, the bulk of academic biomedical researchers in the United States—from creating new embryonic stem-cell lines or even studying new lines developed elsewhere. So, the states are right to ante up where the federal government has failed to. They just shouldn't expect to do well while they're doing good.



sidebar

Return to article
Even if stem cells do yield a large, near-term commercial payoff, there's another flaw in the Baker-Deal analysis: It doesn't account for the opportunity costs associated with waiting two decades for royalty payments.

The basic issue is that a dollar today is worth more than a dollar a year from now. This notion—technically known as the "time value of money"—is the reason banks pay interest on savings accounts. At an interest rate of 5 percent, a dollar today is worth $1.05 a year from now. Flip that around, and the "present value" of a dollar expected one year from now is only about 95 cents. These are particularly important calculations if you're looking at investment opportunities, since even fairly large returns are worth considerably less in today's dollars if the payoff doesn't arrive for decades.

You can probably see where this is going. Under the Baker-Deal assumptions, the bulk of royalty income flows in about 20 years from now, but the report doesn't discount those sums to their present value. When Berkeley economist Richard Gilbert applied a standard discount rate of 5 percent to the Baker-Deal figures—a conservative figure derived from the interest rate on 10-year Treasury bonds—he found the present value of expected royalty income is about two-thirds less than the report indicates.

The Baker-Deal analysis has proven overly optimistic in other respects, too. Gilbert also modeled the California program's actual royalty policy, which of course didn't exist at the time Baker and Deal did their study. The economist found that payments to inventors and other limits in the policy reduced the state's expected royalty income even further—to just 0.6 percent of the overall research budget in the worst case.

When I talked to him, Baker argued that the effect of discounting future royalties would be largely balanced out by other factors he and Deal also left out of the report, such as a potential increase in overall health-care usage. Of course, if people use medical services more frequently in the future, overall health-care costs are unlikely to go down, which might explain why the report didn't model that possibility in the first place.



moneybox
What if Putin Ran OPEC?
The Russian president's plan to form a natural-gas cartel sounds terrifying. It isn't.
By Daniel Gross
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 5:51 PM ET 

Last week, Russian President Vladimir Putin sent chills through Western Europe when he discussed the possibility of forming a gas-producers' association with countries like Libya and Iran. "A gas OPEC is an interesting idea. We will think about it," he said. "We are not going to set up a cartel. But it would be correct to co-ordinate our activities with an eye to the solution of the main goal of unconditionally and securely supplying the main consumers of energy resources." 

Uh-oh! 

Here is a government that already uses its control of vital energy supplies as a weapon against its neighbors proposing to join forces with a charter member of the Axis of Evil—the better to intimidate rival nations all over the world. 

Russia's natural-gas supplies are one of its most powerful economic resources. Natural gas, which burns cleaner than coal, is a fuel of the future. According to the Energy Information Administration's excellent data on natural gas, Russia alone accounted for 22.7 percent of global natural-gas production in 2004, compared with 19 percent for the United States. Were Russia to form a cartel with Iran, Egypt, Libya, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Algeria, they'd control a combined 35 percent of 2004 production. 

But even though Putin's pipelines feed the growing European thirst for gas, we don't have much to fear from a Putin-led gas cartel. In fact, a gas cartel might even be good news for America. While energy cartels like OPEC can cause short-term dislocations, they actually have a pretty sad record of controlling prices and bending the world to their whims. 

OPEC is like the Star Wars bar scene of geopolitics—a collection of autocrats, despots, kleptocrats, and monarchies skilled at duplicity and prone to invading each other. Cartels seek to influence prices by setting production quotas. But autocratic countries frequently find reasons to cheat, producing more when prices are high, for example. A gas cartel would be just as fractious. The notion that Vladimir Putin, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, and Muyammar Qaddafi would reliably stick to the terms of a cartel pact is laughable. 

What's more, the natural-gas cartel would find its power limited by large producers who wouldn't join. In 2004, the United States, Canada, the Netherlands, Norway, and the United Kingdom—democratic, liberal, Western countries all—collectively accounted for 35 percent of total global production. The fear and annoyance induced by a Putin cartel would induce Western gas producers to invest in production at home, as Norway is already doing, or goad the United States to make greater efforts to tap into large domestic reserves by opening up new areas for exploration.

More importantly, cartel efforts to manipulate the supply and price of natural gas would provide more incentives for consumers to reduce use and to redouble already frenzied efforts to develop alternative sources of energy: ethanol, solar, coal gasification, and nuclear energy. In Germany, leaders fretting over the reliance upon Russia for natural gas and oil are reconsidering the nation's move to phase out nuclear energy. Periods of sustained higher gas prices—combined with growing concern about the environmental, economic, and geopolitical costs of fossil fuels—have stimulated changes in policy and behavior. The International Energy Agency last month reported that the 30 members of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development slashed their collective consumption of oil by 0.6 percent in 2006—the first decline in 206 years.

Finally, the hyperdynamic and constantly changing economic climate makes the enterprise of controlling commodity prices a fool's errand. Over the past decade, OPEC has done a poor job of keeping oil prices where it wants them to be, as shown by this long-term chart of Brent Crude Oil. OPEC didn't want $10-per-barrel petroleum in 1999 any more than it wanted $70-per-barrel petroleum in 2006. And yet factors far beyond the control of OPEC governments conspired to move prices dramatically. The same factors that have wreaked havoc with the price of oil would presumably affect the price of natural gas: the rise of China and India, the advent of giant hedge funds speculating in the commodity, a recession in the United States, terrorist attacks, and war in the Middle East. If Putin is bent on rebuilding a Russian-led alliance that can stick it to the West, he's going to have to come up with something better than a natural-gas cartel.



moneybox
If the Iraq War Were a Corporation …
How a real CEO president would turn it around.
By Daniel Gross
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 6:20 PM ET 

President Bush and his Republicans allies have long argued that government should be run more like a business. (At times, as this troubling article in the New York Times about outsourcing notes, it seems as if the MBA president wants business to run the whole government.) And when it comes to the government initiative on which Bush has staked his presidency and legacy—the Iraq war—the similarities between public policy and a publicly held corporation are more than superficial. The Iraq war resembles nothing so much as a Fortune 500 firm. But not an outperforming, market-beating one like Google. No, if the Iraq war were a corporation, it would be Ford Motor Co. 

Consider: Each enterprise is run by an upbeat, underperforming, Ivy League-educated, baby-boomer dynast. Each is failing in the marketplace. Ford's sales fell 19 percent from January 2006 to January 2007. According to Gallup, approval of the way things are going in Iraq has fallen 18 percentage points in the past year.

Both have found themselves under investigation for apparently improper disclosure of information vital to stakeholders—Ford by the Securities and Exchange Commission and the Bush administration by special prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald.

Both are in the midst of a restructuring effort that involves a new executive team. Since the fall, Bush has fired his defense secretary, the war's chief operating officer, and replaced him with a respected executive, Robert Gates. Last fall, William Clay Ford Jr. fired himself as CEO and hired Boeing executive Alan Mulally as his replacement. At both companies, the change at the top didn't really replace the executive on whom ultimate responsibility lies, since Ford is still chairman and Bush is still president. In fact, the entity's own bylaws prevent the real boss from being fired. In Ford's case, the family controls stock entitling it to 40 percent of the votes. In Bush's case, the Constitution provides that the executive's term will run through the end of 2008.

Both are using the same lame phrase to rebrand their latest turnaround strategy. Ford unveiled its Way Forward for the car company's North American business in January 2006. A year later, President Bush unveiled the New Way Forward in Iraq. And as they seek new strategies, both have been undermined by cheap competition from the East—Ford by Japanese and Korean automakers and Bush by Iraqi insurgents and Iran.

Both found their credibility dashed when their own predictions and benchmarks were not met. Throughout 2005, as its market position deteriorated, Ford had to back away from its earnings guidance, first in April and then again in June. And for nearly four years, virtually everybody who has offered specific numerical guidance on any aspect of the war has been made to look a fool, whether the guidance was related to the cost, the number of troops needed, or the duration of the insurgency. Remember Dick Cheney's 2005 "last throes" bit? Or President Bush's 2006 State of the Union, in which he predicted: "As we make progress on the ground, and Iraqi forces increasingly take the lead, we should be able to further decrease our troop levels."

At Ford, the hereditary CEO learned a pretty tough lesson: Don't offer guidance when you can't control the results. As part of its Way Forward, Ford announced in January 2006 that it would no longer provide specific figures on expected earnings. Talking about 2007, for example, Ford will only say that it expects North American operations to post a loss. As part of his New Way Forward, President Bush has similarly abjured dates and dismissed the very notion of a timetable. Discussing 2007, he would only say, "The year ahead will demand more patience, sacrifice, and resolve."

There's a final similarity. When the main business strategy has faltered in the short term, executives at both entities have tried to keep investors focused on the long term. At year-end, Ford urged shareholders to look beyond what was sure to be a tough 2007 to a bright 2008. In January, President Bush told USA Today that Iraq will be an issue for the next president to deal with. The budget he presented today contains Iraq funding for fiscal 2008 and 2009—and nothing beyond that. 

Then again, that kick-it-forward strategy is not exactly working for him, either. Imagine a CEO announcing that the problems in the firm's most important business unit will ultimately be a matter for the next CEO. The shareholders wouldn't wait two years before voting in a new boss.

Bush might also do well to heed some of the positive examples being set by Ford. As it seeks to right the ship, the company is scaling back its global ambitions—Ford is no longer pursuing market share at the expense of profits—and taking pains to wean itself from imported petroleum. And it has proved willing to sit down with long-standing adversaries (the United Auto Workers) to iron out a deal that could allow both sides to move forward. If only CEO Bush were so creative about his problems!



movies
Desperate Bureaucrats
The Lives of Others is the best surveillance movie since The Conversation.
By Dana Stevens
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 6:24 PM ET 

German director Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck has said that Western audiences (those from West Berlin, he means, but it's all the more true for those of us points farther West) tend to regard his debut feature, The Lives of Others, as a thriller, while East Berliners experience it as a kind of therapy. The stunning thing about The Lives of Others, a nominee for the best foreign language film Oscar that all but swept the German Lola awards last year, is that it's equally powerful as both. It's an intricate, ambiguous and deeply satisfying movie, a tautly plotted tale of state surveillance and personal betrayal that ultimately becomes an ode to the transformative power of art.

The film opens in 1984 in East Berlin, where we see Gerd Wiesler (Ulrich Mühe) a captain of the East German secret police, teaching a class in extreme interrogation techniques. These include sleep deprivation, the spouting of Orwellian paradoxes (if the prisoner believes the state capable of detaining him for no reason, that belief alone is enough to justify his arrest), and, in a creepy detail, the collection of the prisoner's seat cushion after the interview to be preserved as an odor sample for police dogs. The real intrigue begins when Wiesler is assigned to bug and monitor the apartment of a successful writer, Georg Dreyman (Sebastian Koch), and his girlfriend, a famous stage actress named Christa-Maria Sieland (Martina Gedeck). Georg is neither a subversive nor a party loyalist: He's a go-along-to-get-along guy, too comfortable with his success to question the regime closely, even as it closes in on his scruffier and more outspoken fellow artists. But Wiesler's superior, Col. Grubitz (Ulrich Tukur), wants to further his career by impressing the party bigwig Bruno Hempf (Thomas Thieme), who is looking to get his swinish mitts on Christa-Maria by any means necessary. And Wiesler himself is a rigid ideologue, a socialist automaton who mistrusts all artists on principle—even if the meticulous care with which he runs his own surveillance operation hints at a thwarted creative desire.

I don't want to give away too much about the film's second act, in which Wiesler starts to steal the couple's poetry books, falsify his reports to headquarters, and seek Christa-Maria out during his off hours for anonymous encounters in cafes. I'll just say that, more than any film since Coppola's The Conversation, The Lives of Others gets at the perverse intimacy of the surveillance relationship. Monitoring someone's every banal conversation and passionate moment (typing up notes on Georg's birthday, Wiesler writes: "[They] unwrap gifts, then presumably have intercourse") is an act that places both listener and listened-to in a strange position of powerlessness. The wiretapee is subjected to the sickening indignity of having his privacy stolen away moment by moment, while the wiretapper is trapped in a limbo of vicarious existence, waiting for something to happen that will justify that invasion. Bugging someone's house, you become at once their lover and their enemy. The film's ingeniously structured story mines this paradoxical relationship for all its dramatic possibility, keeping us guessing till the last moment about who will betray whom, and with what consequences. 

Ulrich Mühe, an East German theater actor who was himself tracked by the Stasi before the reunification, plays Wiesler not as a psychotic sadist but as an emotionally impoverished bureaucrat. His unnaturally stiff posture and futuristic gray jacket give him an artificial, almost robotic quality. Without resorting to pathos, Mühe finds the humanity in this ascetic, soldierly man, especially in the devastating coda, set four years after the fall of the Berlin Wall. He steals the movie even from the top-billed Martina Gedeck (Mostly Martha), who's haunting as the self-loathing, drug-addicted Christa-Maria. Sebastian Koch has the lothario-gone-to-seed look of a midperiod Robert Wagner and invests the writer with just the right mixture of idealism and self-regard. The movie falters only in the character of the repulsive Hempf. His overtures toward the actress are so crudely villainous that they play like simple melodrama, where there could have been a subtle exploration of the sexual favors that grease the wheels of the police state.

Only a film crew with some experience of living in such a state could do such a merciless job rendering the joyless, yellowish-gray interiors of the pre-glasnost GDR. Never has on-screen food looked less appetizing: In the Stasi cafeteria, officers and recruits alike bolt down dingy bowls of gruel and hockey pucks of fried potato. The film's general atmosphere of drab anomie renders the rare moments of pleasure—including a scene in which Georg plays the piano, eliciting tears from the eavesdropping Wiesler—all the more moving. Von Donnersmarck's film is set in a world where freedom isn't an abstract concept to be taken for granted—it's a distant promise that is enough to make bureaucrats in headphones weep.



poem
"Major Third"
By Jeffrey Bean
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 7:05 AM ET 
Click to listen to Jeffrey Bean read this poem.


It comes from gravel lots where the state fair 
pushes fried dough and bagged fish out the mouths 
of red-lit tents. It's pumped out of dunking booths
across the blocks and into windows, up the stairs

of the apartment where my grandfather is 
dying in a room of mums. It's the song of Sunday 
traffic, the car horn's hot punch to which he
tunes his hymn, the last tune he remembers.

It's where the voices in rooms above him drift when
they cheer, or sing, when they ooh and ahh
or rise in anger, say where have you been,
when they call out for help or to mourn—even then.
It's La Cucaracha. 
It's When the Saints Go Marching In.


politics
Dispatches From the Scooter Libby Trial
Tim Russert, do you believe in Santa Claus?
By John Dickerson, Dahlia Lithwick, and Seth Stevenson
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 10:24 PM ET 




From: John Dickerson
Subject: Thunderbolts at the First Real Day of the Libby Trial
Posted Tuesday, January 23, 2007, at 8:12 PM ET 


Scooter Libby is being sacrificed to protect Karl Rove. That is going to be a key part of Libby's defense, judging by his lawyer's opening statements today. Libby attorney Theodore Wells channeled his client, recalling a 2003 conversation between Libby and his boss, Vice President Dick Cheney, at the start of the leak investigation. "They're trying to set me up. They want me to be the sacrificial lamb. … I will not be sacrificed so Karl Rove can be protected." Cheney then scrawled a note to himself: "Not going to protect one staffer and sacrifice the guy that was asked to stick his neck in the meat grinder." Libby had stuck his neck (probably his head, too) in the meat grinder by talking to reporters about prewar intelligence. Rove, or, as Wells called him, "the person who was to be protected," was being shielded because he was "the lifeblood of the Republican party" and "very important if [Republicans] were to stay in office." If Scooter Libby was sacrificed to save Karl Rove, then Scooter Libby is now returning the favor.

How much this line of argument helps Scooter Libby in the courtroom will be up to the 12 members of the jury to decide, but it will certainly be a political problem for the president and his staff, who are already doing a lot of duck-and-cover drills. Bush has historically low approval ratings, a very unpopular Iraq strategy, and new domestic programs Democrats will ignore. Now they must deal with the fact that Rove, who is still organizing the president's strategy, engaged with others in the White House to sell out the vice president's chief of staff. 

The notion that Rove set up a colleague and that other White House officials worked to shield Bush's boy genius is a Democratic revenge fantasy come to life. How will the White House respond to such a charge from Libby, whom both the president and vice president have lauded in the highest terms? White House officials are likely to continue to play peekaboo—refusing to talk about the case though it's under way, except when it serves administration interests. Cheney said on Fox in early January that Libby was one of the most honest men he knew. 

Today marked the real start of the Libby case. After four days of jury selection, each side gave opening statements, and the first witness was called. Patrick Fitzgerald, the Chicago prosecutor, opened like a dime novelist. "It's Sunday July 2003 just after the Fourth of July. The fireworks are over—but a different kind of fireworks are about to begin." 

Fitzgerald spoke quickly throughout his hour and a half presentation. He wore a sturdy gray suit, white shirt, and sensible blue tie, upon which he had a microphone pinned. He paced before the jury, his fingers often in a steeple. The courtroom audience only saw his back and the pink yarmulke of baldness at the top of his head.

Fitzgerald's case was linear and clean. Libby told investigators he learned about Valerie Plame from NBC News reporter Tim Russert. But Fitzgerald told jurors that was clearly a lie because Libby had already been discussing the matter inside and outside of the White House. Fitzgerald then went through a careful delineation of the 11 instances in which Scooter Libby discussed Valerie Plame's identity with administration officials and reporters. "When the FBI and grand jury asked about what the defendant did," Fitzgerald said, "he made up a story." 

To explain why Libby would be motivated to lie, Fitzgerald offered two main arguments. The first was that White House Press Secretary Scott McClellan had told the press that anyone involved in the business would be fired. If Libby was found to be the leaker, he'd lose his job, or at least cause a massive public embarrassment for the administration. 

The second motivation, Fitzgerald explained, was that Libby had promised Vice President Cheney he wasn't involved, and on that promise Cheney had gone to bat for him. In the October 2003 press swarm over the CIA leak, Libby asked Vice President Cheney to help clear his name in the press. Scott McClellan had told reporters Karl Rove was not involved in the leaking but had stopped there. Libby wanted McClellan to say specifically that Libby had also been cleared. He asked Cheney to make that happen. Cheney did, and in a subsequent briefing, McClellan said Libby was not involved in the affair. 

The Fitzgerald presentation was like a warm soak. Ted Wells' defense opening was a Rolfing. He was emotional and emphatic about his client, whom he said was "wrongly, unjustly, and unfairly" charged. Wells only needs to raise a reasonable doubt in the minds of jurors, and he did a very good job of it. He was a charismatic fog machine who challenged everything but the very nature of human existence. 

He was most effective picking apart the three reporters whose recollections contradict Libby's. He suggested that Tim Russert had the faulty memory. The host of Meet the Press says he didn't tell Libby about Wilson's wife because he didn't know about her status as a CIA employee, but Wells argued that Russert may have been in a position to have known. David Gregory, the NBC White House reporter who works with Russert, had been told by White House spokesman Ari Fleischer that Wilson's wife worked at the CIA. Wells argued that Gregory or his colleague Andrea Mitchell, who also claimed to know, would have passed this information on to Russert before he had his conversation with Libby.

Wells pointed out that Matt Cooper, my former Time colleague, had extensive notes about his interview with Karl Rove, who passed along the information about Wilson's wife, but had no record of Libby's secondary role in confirming that information. To discredit Judith Miller, Wells relied on the former New York Times reporter's own testimony, in which she repeatedly referred to her bad memory, tendency to conflate events, and fuzziness about details. 

The government's case suggested Libby had been on the hunt for information about Wilson's wife after Wilson published an op-ed in the New York Times claiming he'd been sent to Niger to answer a question Cheney's office posed to the CIA about the sale of uranium yellowcake by Niger to Iraq. During that hunt, Libby engaged in eight separate conversations with colleagues about it. Wells didn't go after all eight conversations, but he picked apart several of them. Two of the people who had said they talked to Libby about Plame only remembered the conversations after prompting from investigators. Ari Fleischer's account of Libby was suspect because he had asked for immunity from the government. (This immunity deal is news: Presumably, Fleischer asked for it because he had disclosed Plame's CIA status to Gregory and thought he'd get in trouble.) "All of these witnesses have their own personal recollection problems," he said.

As his presentation wore on, Wells got his blood flowing. He got chatty and colloquial. "Mr. Libby was a very busy man, but he wasn't stupid," he said. He threw around a lot of "doggone" this and "doggone" that. He described a sudden recollection by one witness "like it came out of the sky, like a lightning bolt went into his head." He did impersonations: At one point, when characterizing the prosecution's narrative, he lapsed into "white person," the highly nasal formal patois of the Caucasian diction teacher. He did a little Jewish: "You want to talk about the week this guy was having?" In a debate with Fitzgerald and the judge, he dismissed an opposing view by saying "izzzzzitzzzzit." It sounded like a dying neon bulb and yet accurately conveyed his view that the argument was absurd. 

The case, which picks up again tomorrow with testimony from Mark Grossman, a former State Department official who discussed Plame's status with Libby, has opened a window into an administration that in 2003 was deeply at war with itself. The White House was at war with the vice president's office, and the vice president's office was at war with the CIA. Much of the spat was over 16 words uttered in the 2003 State of the Union address. Four years later tonight, Bush must give that annual speech again.




From: Dahlia Lithwick
Subject: Libby's Lawyers Conduct Extremely Effective Cross-Examinations
Posted Wednesday, January 24, 2007, at 7:45 PM ET 

You want a leak case? Here's a leak case: socialite-actress-producer Zeta Graff suing socialite-actress Paris Hilton for libel and slander for Hilton's alleged leak to Page Six of the New York Post. Hilton allegedly falsely reported that Graff had gone "berserk" at a London nightclub when she saw Hilton dancing to "Copacabana" with Graff's ex-boyfriend Paris Latsis. Hilton allegedly also reported that Graff tried to rip a $4 million diamond necklace off Hilton's neck, and that Graff, according to Hilton, is allegedly "a woman who is older and losing her looks, and she's alone. She's very unhappy." Graff is in her mid-30s.

But instead we have Scooter Libby and no tiny dancers. Yesterday's opening arguments supplied high drama—Libby's claim that he was hung out to dry so that Karl Rove could continue to work the levers of Bush's brain—but today the trial gets down to the more mundane business of whether Scooter lied to investigators and the grand jury. 

In case you believed that trials are interesting, this morning's cross-examination of Marc Grossman—the first prosecution witness, a former undersecretary of state who testified yesterday afternoon that he told Libby that Joseph Wilson's wife, Valerie Plame, worked for the CIA—would quickly disabuse you of that enthusiasm. Libby's attorney Ted Wells makes about 200 rapid-fire attempts to impeach Grossman's credibility, some of which are silly, and some of which result in bits of bloody tissue on Grossman's chin.

I have never been a fan of defense efforts to make witnesses look stupid for failing to take notes or otherwise memorialize every conversation they had with anyone at any time, in anticipation of future litigation. So, Wells' relentless "you have no notes/ you wrote no follow up/ you have not one piece of paper," says less about Grossman's credibility than it does about his rather healthy tendency to avoid thinking like a lawyer. 

But Wells scores points for either tenacity or truth when, after about 30 laps around the same mulberry bush, he gets Grossman to concede that what he told the FBI, the grand jury, and the Libby jurors about his conversations with Libby had "changed" over time. Wells also highlights Grossman's inconsistency about whether these meetings with Libby happened over the phone or face-to-face. He plants the seed with the jurors that Grossman's decision to meet with his boss, former Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, the night immediately before Grossman was interviewed by the FBI in October 2003, was "fishy" and tantamount to "cooking the books"—although Wells withdraws his original legal characterization of that meeting as "monkey business."

This morning's direct examination of the government's second witness, former Deputy CIA Director and "Iraq Mission Manager" Robert Grenier, goes pretty much along the same lines as yesterday's direct of Grossman. Grenier delivers a polished performance—the former CIA deputy who looks like an anchorman.

Grenier reveals how he came to tell Libby that Plame was Wilson's wife. According to Grenier, an "aggrieved" and "slightly accusatory" Scooter called him on June 11, 2003, wanting to know whether the CIA was responsible for sending Joe Wilson on his mission to Niger, and whether it was true that interest from the office of the vice president was the basis for the mission. According to Grenier, Libby was—paraphrasing now—freaking out about what Wilson was telling the press—so much so that Libby couldn't wait for Grenier to call him back, but instead pulled him out of a late-afternoon meeting with then-CIA Director George Tenet, to find out whether he had learned anything since they spoke a few hours earlier. This was also when Grenier passed along the tidbit about Wilson being married to a CIA agent—a bit of gossip about which Grenier later felt "guilty."

Grenier testifies on direct, and then later on cross, that he didn't mention the whole Plame thing in his FBI interview or his grand-jury testimony, but that months later he developed the "growing conviction" that he had indeed told Libby about it. As the defense characterizes it this afternoon, "his memory grew." When confronted on cross with FBI reports that contradict his earlier testimony, he prefaces his remarks with: "As a former CIA officer I have the greatest respect for the FBI. But the FBI officer who reported this may not have gotten it exactly right." The pressroom busts out laughing.

Grenier, like Grossman, wriggles uneasily under defense questioning about his on-again/off-again memory. When asked whether his grand jury testimony was "wrong" he says, "It was what I believed at the time." Then Grenier begins to pat at his pockets, in search of the eyeglasses he'd been wearing all afternoon. This goes on for so long that the judge calls for a break in which we watch the court being ransacked for the glasses. Doubtless, once his glasses are found, Grenier will remember where they were.

The last witness of the day is Craig Schmall, Libby's morning intelligence briefer from the CIA. On direct examination, he describes how briefing books are organized and tabbed and then details the events of June 14, 2003, which included a visit to Libby's office by Tom Cruise and Penélope Cruz. He was "very excited about it." When asked why the Cruise-Cruzes were visiting, Schmall relates that they were "there to discuss with Libby how Germany treats Scientologists." No wonder Scooter can't recall anything else that happened that day!

Schmall testifies about the Plame leak, including his concerns about the "grave danger" that might follow the disclosure of the name of a CIA officer that could lead to "innocent people in foreign countries" who could be "arrested, tortured, or killed" as the result of outing an agent. This elicits a stern caution from the judge that jurors not consider the matter of Plame's status as a CIA agent, or the dangers of leaking her identity: These issues are not before them. 

On cross, Schmall is questioned about whether he recalls that on June 14, the same day he and Libby discussed the Wilsons, he also briefed Libby about a bomb defused near a residential compound, a police arrest, a terrorist bombing in an unidentified country, explosions, extremist networks, a possible al-Qaida attack, Iraq's porous borders, violent demonstrations in Iran, and 11 other pages of terrorist threats. Schmall cannot recall. Then Schmall has a ride in the defense team's "I forgot what I told the FBI and remembered it later" machine. But he's still a good prosecution witness. He smiles when he says, "I forgot."




From: Seth Stevenson
Subject: What I Didn't Learn at the Urinal
Updated Thursday, January 25, 2007, at 9:50 PM ET 


9:23 a.m.: Scooter Libby arrives, walks up the courtroom aisle, and, before taking his seat at the defense table, gives a quick smile and nod to his wife in the front row. As we're waiting for the judge to arrive and call us to order, I glance around. This is a modest little room with a broken clock on the wall. The public seating section isn't full: Aside from the press, there's just a handful of spectators here—including a vaguely syphilitic-looking older fellow, in jeans and a sweatshirt, who carries a stack of newspapers and constantly jots notes on a tiny memo pad.

The last time I covered a trial, the defendant was Michael Jackson, and there was a lottery every morning for these public seats. Fans lined up by the hundreds sometimes for a chance to be in the same room as the King of Pop. Scooter Libby is apparently not quite the same draw.

9:30 a.m.: Judge Reggie Walton enters, we all rise, and at this point I notice a three-ring binder sitting on the prosecution table. Its spine reads: "Ari FLEISCHER." Perhaps today will bring our first semi-celebrity witness?

9:33 a.m.: The defense continues its cross of Wednesday's witness, Craig Schmall, Libby's CIA intelligence briefer. They're mostly clearing up odds and ends. After a few questions, there is some sort of technical dispute between the lawyers, and they approach the judge to confer out of earshot of the courtroom. For nearly half an hour, we patiently wait for them to wrap up. All I can think about is how many thousands of dollars this dead airtime is costing Libby (and the friends and supporters helping him to pay). Scooter's sitting idly at his defense table, surrounded by a legal team of at least seven people in suits. The clock is ticking. (Actually, it's not, because it's broken. But metaphorically, it is.)

11:23 a.m.: The government calls witness Cathie Martin, a blond Harvard Law School graduate (Class of '93) who succeeded Mary Matalin as the top press liaison for Vice President Cheney. Martin gives a behind-the-scenes account of how the whole Joe Wilson-yellowcake-Valerie Plame incident unfolded within Cheney's office. 

Martin's story begins with the Nicholas Kristof column that appeared in the New York Times in spring 2003—and kicked off this whole sordid mess. The column alleged that Cheney's office had asked for an envoy to be sent to Niger (that envoy being Joe Wilson, though Kristof didn't name him) with the specific mission to hunt down evidence that Saddam Hussein had sought nuclear materials from Africa. This assertion threw Cheney's office into a tizzy because (according to Martin) it just wasn't true. Cheney had no idea who Wilson was, hadn't asked for any mission to Niger, and hadn't heard peep about the whole affair until he read Kristof. 

The story didn't go away, and Cheney and Libby became increasingly irritated. They determined that Wilson had in fact been sent to Niger by the CIA. So, Libby asked Martin to talk to an official at the agency, who in turn told Martin that Wilson's wife was a CIA employee. Martin says she soon after relayed this information to Libby and Cheney. 

And that, for the government, is the key detail of Martin's testimony. Here's someone in Libby's office (who worked with him every day and knew him well), saying she told Libby that Wilson's wife was a CIA worker. This directly contradicts Libby's assertion that he learned the information later, and from reporters. 

1:14 p.m.: There's a break for lunch, and I stop by the men's room. On my way out, I pass prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald, who's walking in. It occurs to me that he's alone in there, maybe at the urinal, and that this could be my chance to accost him. I consider going back into the bathroom on some sort of ruse (I forgot to wash my hands?) but decide that the chance Fitzgerald will tell me something interesting is slightly outweighed by the risk that he'll call security.

2:31 p.m.: The defense begins cross-examining Martin. I can't see how it's helping them. Everything Martin says reinforces the notion that Libby (and Cheney) was deeply involved in the effort to rebut Joe Wilson. Cheney sat down with Martin and personally dictated talking points (he didn't know Wilson, he didn't ask for the mission to Niger, etc.) that he wanted emphasized to the press. Libby himself called at least one reporter to set the story straight. ("I was aggravated that he was talking to the press, and I wasn't," says Martin, drawing a chuckle from the media representatives in the courtroom.) All of which casts doubt on the Libby defense team's contention that their man was too distracted by matters of great import to remember these piddling events.

At one point the defense switches tacks and claims Libby was also distracted by matters of the heart. As the vice president's plane was landing at Andrews Air Force Base one Saturday, Cathie Martin asked Libby to stay at the base and make some quick phone calls before ending his workday. (Martin felt it was somewhat urgent that he reach out to Time's Matt Cooper and Newsweek's Evan Thomas.) In response to questioning by the defense, though, Martin acknowledges that Libby was irritated by the request—because he was eager to get home for his son's birthday.

3:42 p.m.: A short break in the action. For the second time today, Libby leans back in his chair, turns around, and winks at his wife. 

4:07 p.m.: Martin says she felt Hardball's Chris Matthews was saying things about Cheney that were "somewhat outrageous."

4:46 p.m.: The jury—and Martin—has been dismissed for the day. It's time for a highly entertaining lawyer slap fight. It turns out Ari Fleischer will be the next witness, once court resumes Monday. (Damn, just missed him!) The defense team wants to note—for the jury's benefit—that Fleischer demanded immunity before he would agree to testify, because this might cast Fleischer's testimony in a different light. 

And here Fitzgerald makes a nice little chess move: Fine, he says, we can acknowledge that Fleischer sought immunity. As long as we explain why. Turns out Fleischer saw a story in the Washington Post suggesting that anyone who revealed Valerie Plame's identity might be subject to the death penalty. And he freaked. Of course, if Fleischer was this worked up about it during the time period in question, that suggests Libby would have been, too. (Which again undermines the notion that Libby had much bigger fish to fry.)

Cue 20 minutes of lawyers whining about each other's conduct. Finally, the judge tells them to cool it. "This is why I quit practicing," he says. "Other lawyers kept accusing me of doing things I hadn't done."




From: John Dickerson
Subject: My Surreal Day at the Libby Trial
Posted Monday, January 29, 2007, at 7:44 PM ET 

I wanted to raise my hand and ask, "Your Honor, may I approach the bench?"

I was at the Scooter Libby trial to cover it, and all of a sudden, I found myself in the middle of the case. In his testimony today, former White House press secretary Ari Fleischer told the courtroom—which included me—that when I was a White House correspondent for Time magazine, he had told me that Joe Wilson's wife worked at the CIA. 

He did? 
Everyone had heard about Robert Novak, Matt Cooper, and Judith Miller, the reporters who had received the Valerie Plame leak. But now Ari was saying I was in that club, too. 

I have a different memory. My recollection is that during a presidential trip to Africa in July 2003, Ari and another senior administration official had given me only hints. They told me to go inquire about who sent Wilson to Niger. As far as I can remember—and I am pretty sure I would remember it—neither of them ever told me that Wilson's wife worked at the CIA. In a piece I wrote about a year ago, I figured that the very reason I'd never been subpoenaed in the case or questioned by any lawyers was that I'd been given only vague guidance and not the good stuff. 

So, what to do now that I'd heard Ari's testimony? Should I stand? Should I shout a question at Ari? Should I walk from the press section into the witness box? Call a press conference? Get a lawyer?

Then, my picture was displayed on the big screen in the courtroom. The defense attorneys had put it up there to identify (and, apparently, punish) me. "I believe that's Mr. Dickerson in the second row from the back of the courtroom," said someone. Mr. Dickerson didn't know who said it, because Mr. Dickerson was trying to make sense of a world suddenly turned upside down. (They used the publicity photo from my book. I like it on the book jacket, but blown up at such size, it transforms me into a guy who looks like his great ambition in life is to be a wristwatch model.) 

So, why was Ari testifying about something that I don't think ever happened? I don't know. Ari asked for immunity from prosecution based on the idea that he'd told me and David Gregory of NBC that Wilson's wife worked at the CIA, so Ari clearly believes he spilled the beans. But my memory is just the opposite. Could I have forgotten that Ari told me? I don't think so. Here's how I remember it: 

I had talked to Ari on July 11 and remember him telling me to investigate who sent Wilson. When I landed in Nigeria late that night, I found a few e-mails from Cooper. He was trying to get me to call him and wouldn't tell me why. I was a little irritated. I hadn't eaten, didn't trust the Nigerian food, and was filing to the Web site and closing three stories, including a long piece for the European edition that would run on the cover in Africa. But then, when I talked to Cooper, I learned why he wanted to get me on the phone. He had talked to Karl Rove, and Rove had told him about Wilson's wife. (Cooper would talk to Libby the next day.) When I realized that, a light bulb went off in my head. I realized that was what Ari had been trying to point me toward in our earlier conversation. It made perfect sense: It immediately undermined Wilson's report by making his errand look at best like nepotism and at worst like busy work from a CIA spouse who needed to find errands for her househusband. If Ari had told me that Wilson's wife had sent him, Matt's news wouldn't have been new to me. 

I was not so tired that I lacked a competitive pang: Matt and I were working on the same story, and he had gotten the better dirt. If Ari had told me about the wife, I certainly would have quickly pointed out to Matt that he was only telling me something I already knew. (This is, after all, is my heritage. I grew up in Washington, where no one admits they don't know something.) 

So, how to explain Ari's testimony? I've covered him for 12 years, since I reported on tax policy and he was a spokesman for the Ways and Means committee, and he's never lied to me. Shaded, wiggled, and driven me around the bend with his spin, yes. (I wasn't a fan of his book, either.) But he never outright lied, and I don't see how it would be in his interest here. More likely, he admitted to prosecutors more than he may have actually done because better to err on the side of assuming he disclosed too much than assuming he gave over too little. 

How does Ari's testimony affect the perjury and obstruction of justice case against Libby? It certainly complicates it. For starters, when this piece appears, it may get me out of my press seat and into that uncomfortable little witness box. It hurts the prosecution if Ari admitted something he didn't do, because they're relying on his memory. Libby is on trial for saying he didn't know about Wilson's wife and that he learned it from NBC's Tim Russert. Fleischer contradicts that. He claims that Libby told him about Wilson's wife at a lunch in early July, long before Libby ever talked to Russert. If they can poke holes in Ari's recollection of what he told me, they can raise doubts about what Ari remembers Scooter telling him. 

But this isn't universally good news for the defense. Russert says he couldn't have told Libby about Wilson's wife, because he didn't know she worked for the CIA. The defense contends that Gregory might have told Russert about Plame following his conversation with Ari. But if Ari didn't tell Gregory and me about Plame, then Gregory couldn't have passed the information on to Russert.

Only moments before Ari's surprise disclosure, I had been trying to figure out what my lede would be for today. I enjoyed seeing Ari have to answer questions under oath, which he never had to do in the White House briefing room. As a reporter, I'd always tried to put him in the witness box, and he always climbed out. Now he may have put me in there.




From: John Dickerson
Subject: What Does Judith Miller Remember?
Posted Tuesday, January 30, 2007, at 8:09 PM ET 


Today, Scooter Libby's lawyer William Jeffress was so frustrated with Judy Miller I thought he'd yell liar, liar, pants on fire. The former New York Times reporter had presented detailed accounts of three conversations with Libby during the prosecution's questioning, but during the defense cross examination, she seemed incapable of remembering much of anything. Jeffress kept pressing her. "Do you remember my question?" he snapped at one point. Miller sighed. She apparently didn't.

There are nine women on the jury. Scooter Libby's defense team better hope they don't have strong sisterhood feelings because Jeffress' thinly veiled condescension was enough to create sympathy for Miller. In Washington, that's like creating cold fusion. Miller's reporting on weapons of mass destruction in Iraq has been renounced by her former paper. Her role in the Libby affair led to a very public spat that ended in her departure. 

But most of the members of the jury don't know all of that. Only one, a former Washington Post reporter, is a news junkie. What the jury saw was a small woman in a black velvet jacket dabbing her runny nose with a tissue. Maureen Dowd called her the Fourth Estate's Becky Sharp, but by the end of the day she was looking more like Amelia Sedley. 

What prosecutors are trying to show with Miller's testimony, as they had with the previous six witnesses, is that Libby knew about the CIA ties of Valerie Plame, Joe Wilson's wife, well before his conversation with Tim Russert, which Libby said jogged his memory on the point. Two of the three conversations Miller had with Libby took place before his conversation with Russert. Miller recalled that at their first meeting Libby told her Wilson's wife worked in the "bureau." She initially thought he meant the FBI, but "through the context of the discussion, I quickly determined it to be the CIA."

The key defense effort to undermine Miller zoomed in on that first meeting with Libby on June 23, 2003. On her original trip to the grand jury, wasn't she so fuzzy about the meeting that she forgot that it even took place? As the exchanges became testy, Miller called Jeffress "sir" more often. She insisted that rereading her notes (found in a bag under her desk after the grand jury appearance) "bought back these memories" of June 23. 

A main pillar of Libby's defense is that he was too busy to remember what he did and didn't know about the identity of Joe Wilson's wife. Miller, too, has depicted herself as too preoccupied to bother with such details. Libby's lawyers played a clip from her January 2006 appearance on the program Digital Age, in which Miller said, "I had so much work in front of me … all of this only became important after, when this whole thing blew up." This mirrors Libby's defense claim that his schedule muddled his memory almost exactly.

The day ended as this trial always seems to, with lawyers from both sides bickering over procedural rules. Defense lawyers were trying to question Miller about her other sources. They didn't think she could name any and hoped by showing so in court they would further undermine her credibility. "This is nothing more than classic 101 impeachment," said Ted Wells, Libby's lead lawyer, arguing that the judge should give him leeway to pursue this line of questioning. Prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald said Wells was on a fishing expedition. Wells shot back that he didn't think Miller had any sources. Fitzgerald came back so fast the judge told him to ease up. "I apologize; I'll take a time out," said the prosecutor. Then he charged that Wells was trying to expand the questioning so broadly that it would include Bush's reason for going to war in Iraq. "If that's going to be tried in this trial we've got to bring cots," Fitzgerald quipped. In a walk-on role, Washington superlawyer Bob Bennett, who represents Miller, took Fitzgerald's side. "They're not going to get this gem they think they're going to get," he said of the defense, "because she does have other sources." The judge cut off the debate with a gem of his own: "I've got to get out of here." Judy and the bickering will continue tomorrow.




From: John Dickerson
Subject: Matt Cooper's Unmagical Notes
Posted Thursday, February 1, 2007, at 7:33 AM ET 

My former Time colleague Matt Cooper took the stand Wednesday and faced what no journalist wants to—a display of his notes and e-mails on a big TV screen. It's not just journalists who don't want this: I'm sure Scooter Libby doesn't like seeing his notes up there either. But for us, who obsess about crafting our final product, it's never pretty to look at the scraps we put into making it. So, while Cooper was mostly calm and measured, it was excruciating to watch him talk through the notes he took while talking on the phone with Scooter Libby on July 12, 2003. 

Cooper contends that he asked Libby if he knew Wilson's wife worked at the CIA, and that Libby answered, "Yeah I've heard that, too," or words to that effect. Nowhere in his notes though, is there a reference to that exchange.

The defense spent a great deal of time making Cooper go through the notes, deciphering the typos and explaining his style. Lawyer William Jeffress seized on a single sentence and started a line of inquiry that led to a moment that was part Perry Mason revelation, part Doug Henning magical illusion. The passage as it appeared in Cooper's typewritten notes read: "had somethine and abou the Wilson thing and not sure if it's ever." Jeffress suggested this referred to Libby's answer to the question about Wilson's wife. Could Cooper really have meant to type: "heard something about the Wilson thing and not sure if it's even true"? That wasn't Cooper's recollection. So, Jeffress took him through notes he'd taken about other conversations and pointed out instances in which he'd dropped letters, so it was possible had could mean heard; he'd substituted an "r" when he meant to type an "n," which would turn ever into even. (The excitement was building!) What about the "and" in Cooper's original sentence? Jeffress showed that Cooper often inserted the word "and" where it didn't belong, almost like a note-taking tick. It all seemed very promising and clever. And then Jeffress tried to turn the blank space in Cooper's notes into the word "true." (Here, ladies and gentlemen, is the rabbit!) That's not evidence. It's magic.

The defense team also suggested that Cooper had learned about Wilson's wife not just from administration officials but from me. This isn't the case, and Cooper didn't say otherwise. But whenever Libby's lawyers tried to get more specific about my role, Fitzgerald objected. (I can't figure out why exactly.) The judge circumscribed the defense's inquiry into what I had told Cooper. (If you're sick of me talking about me [and who isn't?], buy Hubris for another account.) In the end, Cooper said that I had relayed information to him on the phone from Africa, as I had. That information showed up in an exhibit Wednesday—a July 11, 2003, e-mail written by Cooper that included the line "Dickerson reports dissing of Wilson at his end." That is, almost verbatim, a line from a file I sent from Africa a few hours after talking to Cooper: "On background WH officials were dissing Wilson. They suggested he was sent on his mission by a low level person at the agency."

Jeffress was obsessed with the dissing idea, asking Cooper repeatedly if Libby had dissed Wilson in their phone conversation. (Later, we blessedly avoided such scrutiny of a reference to a "pissing match" in a file Cooper wrote.) Round and round Jeffress and Cooper went, trying to define the verb "to diss" and then arguing if it applied to Libby's remarks about Wilson. Libby's lawyer seemed to be trying to distance what he'd said from the "dissing" I'd reported.

The defense had a point. In their July 12 phone call, Libby was offering Cooper a counterpoint to Wilson's report about Iraq's efforts to acquire uranium. Libby was trying to substantively argue against Wilson. If Libby had wanted to undermine Wilson further, he would have brought up Plame and her CIA status, as he allegedly did to Miller. Instead Cooper, not Libby, brought up Wilson's wife. Talking to me in Africa the day before, on the other hand, the administration was more aggressive, though on a slightly different tack. The two Bush officials I talked to said Wilson had been sent by a "low-level" person at the CIA, suggesting that Wilson's trip and he were unsanctioned and unserious. (This, to me, was "dissing.") Later that day, CIA Director George Tenet took a shot at Wilson's competence in his statement taking responsibility for the famous botched 16 words in president Bush's 2005 State of the Union Address. 

After the defense team's cross examination, prosecutor Fitzgerald tried to bring Cooper back to the key question at issue, which was whether Libby told Cooper what Libby claimed he told him in his grand jury testimony. Before the grand jury, Libby said he told Cooper that he didn't know if Wilson had a wife or where she worked and that anything he knew he'd learned from other reporters. Cooper didn't have any of that in his notes. Today he said he didn't remember Libby saying any of it.

It was fitting that Cooper's testimony followed Judith Miller's turn in the witness box. The two fought Fitzgerald's efforts to subpoena them together, invoking their First Amendment rights. At one point they shared a lawyer. They both lost, but there may be more constitutional fights. Defense lawyers announced that they are going to call Miller's former colleague, New York Times managing editor Jill Abramson. They expect her to resist appearing. They want Abramson to testify about whether in 2003 she blew off Miller's suggestion that the paper write about Joe Wilson, as Miller claims. Calling Abramson is presumably an effort to further impeach Miller. Her reputation has already taken a pretty good pounding. She continued to say "I don't remember" so often today you thought she might sing it once, for variety. 




From: Seth Stevenson
Subject: To the Witness Stand, Agent Bond. Debbie Bond.
Updated Thursday, February 1, 2007, at 11:18 PM ET 

10:24 a.m.: Scooter Libby arrives and sits at his defense table, 10 feet in front of me. Having stared at the back of this man's head for hours on end last week, I've come to wonder: Who is this tiny, tiny fellow? Not more than 5-foot-7, to my eye. Sleek and slight like a kitten. Wears a digital watch with a Velcro band. Also wears a little beaded bracelet around his wrist. And writes semiperverted novels set in 1903 Japan. I admit it: You fascinate me, sir.

10:42 a.m.: Judge Walton arrives, but the jury is held out of the room as we engage in another lawyer slap fight. At issue this time: whether the jury should see videotapes of former White House Press Secretary Scott McLellan saying, in October 2003, to the assembled media hordes, that he had personally talked to Scooter Libby and that Libby was not involved in the leak of Valerie Plame's identity. (Note: Everyone agrees that McLellan did this only after being pressured by the vice president's office.)

The defense doesn't want these tapes played (because the defense doesn't want to make anything easy for the prosecution). But prosecutor Fitzgerald argues that the tapes help us understand Libby's state of mind when, later that same month, he was questioned by FBI agents investigating the Plame leak. Fitzgerald figures that after McLellan was urged to go to bat for Libby, and McLellan dutifully went before the cameras to say that Libby was innocent (and also that whichever scoundrel had leaked would immediately be booted from the administration), well, Libby was "locked in with his feet planted in cement." He couldn't possibly tell FBI agents, just days after McCllellan's performance, that he in fact was involved with the leak. It would mean making McLellan (and the White House) look silly, and also mean losing his job. Even without the fear of criminal proceedings hanging over his head, Libby had a motive to lie.

Libby's team opposes the videotapes in part because they tend to undermine the defense's grand narrative that Libby was being "scapegoated" by the White House, and that the White House was protecting Karl Rove while sacrificing Libby. As Fitzgerald puts it: "This rebuts the notion that the White House was throwing him [Libby] under the bus. Mr. McLellan was standing in front of the bus."

In the end, the prosecution wins. The defense wins a small concession: McLellan's answers will be shown on video, but the press corps' questions to him will be read to the jury from transcripts. 

12:34 p.m.: We break for lunch. The jury has still not been called into the courtroom. I eat a horrifically bad sandwich at a chain restaurant near the courthouse. 

2:19 p.m.: The jurors are finally brought in, after almost four hours of twiddling their thumbs in a back room. Now the prosecution fires up the projector and—oh look, it's Scott McClellan! I'd recognize that doughy, flustered face from a mile away. I get a little nostalgic watching him stutter awkwardly through his responses. 

In the video clips, and the transcripts read to the jury, McClellan answers questions about the leak of Valerie Plame's identity. Standing at the White House pressroom podium, speaking to reporters, McClellan says that "no one wants to get to the bottom of this more than the president." (We'll take his word for that.) McClellan says that he personally talked to Karl Rove and Scooter Libby, just to be totally certain about it, and that they both assured him they were not involved. (Rove has since admitted he leaked to columnist Robert Novak; Libby is now on trial for allegedly lying about leaking.) McClellan says that if someone in the administration was involved, they will no longer be a part of the administration. (Libby did resign when he was indicted. But Rove just keeps on truckin'. He is currently the president's deputy chief of staff.)

2:53 p.m.: The government calls witness Deborah Bond. Or, as they refer to her, "Agent Debbie Bond." (Which is almost as cool a name as Scooter Libby.)

Bond is a 19-year veteran of the FBI. She has a severe, straight-lipped face; a locked-tight jaw; and graying hair, cropped even with her earlobes. She speaks in a Dragnet monotone. 

Bond was present for the FBI questioning of Libby in October and November 2003 (his grand jury appearance was later, in early 2004), and she's here to describe those sessions. She tells us that during the first questioning, Libby volunteered a handwritten note that he said he'd recently found in his files. 

This note recorded a telephone conversation Libby had with Cheney sometime around June 12 that year. During this talk, Cheney told Libby that Joe Wilson's wife (that is, Valerie Plame) worked at the CIA. Libby claimed to the FBI that he'd forgotten all about this conversation when he talked to Tim Russert a month later, on July 10, and thus was surprised when Russert told him that Wilson's wife worked at the agency. (Russert, meanwhile, is expected to testify next week that he never said boo about Plame, and that his discussion with Libby that day was in fact about the TV show Hardball.) Libby told the FBI that it was only later that he discovered his handwritten note and suddenly realized he'd heard about Plame from Dick Cheney long before he'd heard the same thing from Tim Russert.

This is a tricky little part of the case that's hard to understand. Let's buy, just for the moment, the prosecution's theory that Libby is inventing a careful lie to tell the FBI agents. Then why would Libby want to rope Cheney into his story? Possible answers: 1) Libby knows the FBI will eventually discover the existence of this note, so he wants to explain it up front. 2) He doesn't want to force Cheney into telling lies to back him up, and he knows Cheney faces no danger over this conversation (because Cheney was just telling Libby something—not leaking it to a reporter outside the administration). 

But why, if Libby readily admits that he first heard about Plame from Cheney (and even has the note to show it), would he want to tell the FBI (remember, we're still pretending that he's crafting a careful lie here) that he temporarily forgot about the Cheney thing and thus, in his mind, first learned about Plame from Tim Russert?

Prosecutor Fitzgerald seems to be making the case that Libby was "shifting his story from an official source to a non-official source," (ie, from Cheney to Russert). Libby couldn't be sure what Time reporter Matt Cooper would say (or not say) to investigators, but he had to assume that Cooper might tell them that Libby had confirmed Plame's identity to Cooper on July 12. (In this scenario, Libby is more confident, for some reason, that New York Times reporter Judy Miller will keep her mouth shut. Of course, as we know, Miller eventually yapped—after serving jail time and getting the OK from Libby.) If Libby was confirming Plame's identity to Cooper based on Tim Russert saying "all the reporters know" about Plame, that's one thing. If he was confirming it based on Cheney having told him, that would be leaking.

Whew. I'm dizzy now and have only the vaguest inkling that my scenario makes sense. No doubt various wild-eyed bloggers can take this ball and run with it. Or deflate it and kick it limply back in my face.

3:08 p.m.: Agent Bond says Libby claimed, under questioning, that he never discussed Valerie Plame with Judy Miller. (Miller's testimony earlier this week directly contradicted this assertion. Miller said she discussed Plame with Libby on multiple occasions.)

4:07 p.m.: The defense begins its cross examination of Agent Bond. It is mad contentious. At one point, Bond says Libby "claimed" he first learned about Plame from the vice president. Defense attorney Ted Wells takes issue with the word. "You mean he 'said' it? He didn't use the word 'claim.'" Bond sticks by her guns: "It's what he claimed." 

With this, Scooter Libby's heretofore placid wife, who is sitting directly in front of me, turns her head away from the courtroom, shakes it in disbelief, frowns, and sighs. Meanwhile, the judge intervenes with a chuckle. "Is that what he said?" he asks Bond, trying to move things along. "It's what he told us," says Bond, unwilling to completely back down. 

"Did he also 'tell' you his name was Scooter Libby?" asks Wells with a hint of sarcasm.

"It took us a long time to get him to tell us what his first initial meant," says Bond, drawing a laugh. "He still won't tell me," says Wells.




From: Seth Stevenson
Subject: It's a Curiosity Sort of Thing
Posted Monday, February 5, 2007, at 10:26 PM ET 

9:45 a.m.: Instead of battling the prosecution, Scooter Libby's lawyers are battling the media today. All of us. Attorney Nathan Siegel (appearing on behalf of multitudinous press outlets) argues that the audio tapes of Libby's grand jury testimony ought to be released for public consumption. Libby's lawyers don't like this at all.

"Hey, it's great stuff," acknowledges defense attorney William Jeffress of the audio. As such, he argues, it is likely to be parceled into sound bites all over the airwaves. Jeffress says this would hugely increase the odds that some jury member would be prejudiced by exposure to it. Also, in the event of a future trial, it would be impossible to find a second set of unbiased jurors. 

But this doesn't sell with Judge Reggie Walton. The tapes (all eight hours or so) will be released as soon as they've been played in full for the jury. (Slate will endeavor to bring you some juicy clips shortly thereafter.)

10:08 a.m.: A long break as the judge leaves to deal with various backstage matters. The courtroom instantly morphs into an airport lounge—filled almost entirely with lawyers and journalists. Out come the BlackBerries, the crosswords, and the gossip circles. 

Standing up to stretch my legs, I try to peek over the shoulder of the courtroom artist. I like to see what he's working on. Last week, I expected to find sketches of Scooter Libby filling his pad, but it turned out he was engrossed in a beautiful portrait of Nina Totenberg (the NPR correspondent who sits in the front row of the press section). Could it be love? And has Hollywood ever made a courtroom artist rom-com? I see potential.

11:15 a.m.: Defense attorney Ted Wells continues his cross examination of Agent Debbie Bond. We're in the depths of the labyrinth now. Sample line from my notes: "As of July 11, Libby was saying that Rove was saying that Novak was saying that Wilson's wife worked at the CIA." 

Wells hammers at selected minutiae, attempting both to trip up Agent Bond and, more broadly, to dramatize that all our memories are faulty. When Bond admits that she misspoke in some earlier testimony, Wells springs to life. "Sometimes people make mistakes, right?" he asks. "Yes," Bond mumbles. "And you said it in good faith, right?" he asks, with a twinkle in his eye. Again, she miserably assents.

12:24 p.m.: We break for lunch. I've discovered the cafe in the National Gallery of Art, right across the street from the courthouse. Quiet, relaxing, relatively lawyer- and journalist-free. Tomorrow, I might even find time to check out the Jasper Johns exhibit.

2:42pm: Last week, I considered buttonholing prosecutor Fitzgerald in the men's room. Today's men's room cameo: Scooter Libby himself. He enters just as I'm drying my hands. Despite the enforced proximity, this seems an awkward venue for asking questions about the case. So, I don't.

3:10 p.m.: Agent Bond is dismissed. And now it's audio-tape time. Get ready for eight hours of scratchy recordings! On these tapes, Scooter Libby will be answering questions (I believe solely) from prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald. As Libby is a trained attorney, and Fitzgerald a no-nonsense government prosecutor, I'm not expecting much in the way of Preston Sturges banter. 

Yet right off the top, we get a flash of Libby comedy. When he's directed to explain his nickname to the grand jury, Libby asks with a chuckle, "Are we classified in here?" He then notes that his family is from the South, and that this nickname is "less uncommon there than it is up here." A classic non-explanation explanation.

Soon after, Fitzgerald asks Libby if he was a source for columnist Robert Novak (when Novak wrote about Valerie Plame in July 2003). Libby answers with a firm "no." But for the next two hours, as the tape rolls on, Libby gets decidedly fuzzier. The bulk of his answers involve the phrase "I don't recall." Sometimes he mixes things up with an "I don't recollect."

3:46 p.m.: On the tapes, Fitzgerald zeroes in on Libby's discussions with Vice President Dick Cheney. At this stage of the investigation, in March 2004, it's evident that Fitzgerald's still aiming his sights at top figures in the administration. He keeps pressing Libby about a June 12 conversation in which Cheney first told Libby about Valerie Plame. Libby describes Cheney saying "in an off-hand manner, as a curiosity, that [Wilson's] wife worked at the CIA."

Fitzgerald won't stop picking at this scab. Libby reiterates that Cheney mentioned Plame's CIA employment in a "curiosity sort of a fashion," and not in a manner that was "matter of fact and straight." Asked for a third time, Libby goes back to the same well, describing the tidbit as "just a little bit of a curiosity sort of thing." 

I will admit that to my ears, the word "curiosity"—which Libby took pains to repeat in these three separate answers—felt very much like a rehearsed bit of terminology. It's fairly clear that Libby's trying to portray Cheney's (and his) interest in Plame as a casual thing. When Fitzgerald follows up by asking if their discussion of Plame involved any talk of nepotism (i.e., she sent her husband to Niger on a junket), Libby says he doesn't recall anything like that.

4:11 p.m.: Asked to describe his duties as the vice president's chief of staff, Libby notes that he sometimes handles pedestrian issues. "I might have something about his residence, you know. If there's a leak in the roof."

The word "leak" resounds through the courtroom speakers. Perhaps an unfortunate example for Libby to have chosen. Or—paranoia alert!—is he setting us up? Maybe later he'll dismiss some handwritten note about a "leak" as a reminder that he needed to call a roofer?

4:31 p.m.: Fitzgerald asks if Libby ever discussed Valerie Plame with Marc Grossman, the undersecretary of state who was the first witness in this trial (testifying that he indeed told Libby that Plame was a CIA employee). Libby answers, "I don't recall." Fitzgerald presses: "You have no memory of that whatsoever?" Libby replies, "Sorry sir, I don't."

4:41 p.m.: For the fourth time, at the merciless prodding of Fitzgerald, Libby characterizes the moment when Cheney first mentioned Valerie Plame. Once again, Libby seems to be sticking to a script. Cheney's comment was "offhand, sort of curious." (There's that word for the fourth time.)

As Cheney opened up what turned out to be a gargantuan can of worms, Libby tells the grand jury he was thinking, it "might mean nothing, it might mean something. I don't know."




From: Seth Stevenson
Subject: The Grand Jury Grilling
Posted Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 10:50 PM ET 

9:55 a.m: Let's fire up the tape player for Tuesday's grand jury recordings. The courtroom speakers fill the air with Scooter Libby's reedy, disembodied voice. 

Hearing 10 seconds of my own voice played back to me can give me the willies. I can't imagine how uncomfortable Libby must feel, hearing himself talk for hour after hour, with dozens of strangers intently listening in. (Of course, the actual grand jury grilling he endured was no doubt vastly more uncomfortable, so perhaps this is tranquil by comparison.)

Today's tape starts out with some questions about New York Times reporter David Sanger. Earlier this morning, before the jury was brought in, Sanger's attorney was actually here, arguing that Sanger shouldn't be forced to appear as a witness for the defense. (Libby talked to Sanger during the time period under scrutiny, and they somehow managed not to talk about Valerie Plame. Which, the defense will argue, suggests that Libby wasn't really trying to leak this info—if he had been, why not tell every New York Times reporter in sight?)

Sanger's attorney frets that Sanger's "sources may dry up" if he testifies. This is what journalists always say to stay out of the witness box—it's their rationale for a law that would shield them from testifying. But this time, the judge finds some illogic in it. Sanger would be appearing at the request of his source (that is, Libby), and would be testifying on his source's behalf. Who wouldn't want to leak to a guy like that? Upshot: When the time comes, Sanger will have to take the stand.

10:09 a.m.: On the tape, Fitzgerald asks if it's fair to say that Joe Wilson's accusation—that the White House had misled the country into war—was the "most serious attack on the administration" since Bush had been elected. Libby dodges this, noting that there may have been some savage attacks on Bush's "tax policy, or some other policy." 

But Fitzgerald's question is reason to pause for perspective. The Wilson brouhaha was perhaps the first real post-9/11, post-"Mission Accomplished" crack in Bush's armor. The administration's response (which, if you believe the evidence in this case, was awfully vindictive and petty) surely stems in part from the fact that they just weren't used to getting any guff.

10:14 a.m.: Libby identifies some notes written on a copy of the July 6, 2003, Wilson op-ed from the New York Times that's been entered into evidence. The handwriting is apparently Vice President Cheney's. At the top of the page, Cheney wrote, "Did his wife send him on a junket?"

10:20 a.m.: Fitzgerald hammers on the events of July 7, 2003. At 6:45 a.m. that day, there was a CIA briefing, at which (Libby acknowledges) Libby and Cheney "probably" asked the briefer about Joe Wilson. At 8:45 a.m., there was a senior staff meeting, at which Karl Rove and others were pleading to "get the message out" on Wilson. At 9:22 a.m., Cheney's press chief e-mailed then-White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer a set of talking points about Wilson's trip to Niger. At 9:36 a.m., Fleischer made these points to a press gaggle. 

And at noon, Libby had lunch with Fleischer. Did he talk about Wilson at this lunch? On the tape, Libby says he can't recall. 

Fitzgerald asks if Libby recalls the lunch itself; if he recalls talking about Fleischer's future plans; if he recalls talking about the Miami Dolphins. Libby says he remembers all these things. But he doesn't remember talking about Joe Wilson's wife.

Now Fitzgerald flips his hole card. He asks if Libby remembers telling Fleischer that the tidbit about Wilson's wife being a CIA employee was "hush-hush" and "on the Q.T." The specificity of these phrases strongly suggests that Fitzgerald has been talking to Fleischer. (Also that somebody's a fan of L.A. Confidential.) And on the tape, you can almost hear Libby realizing that he might in fact be screwed. His voice suddenly becomes much quieter (the quietest it's been on these tapes), as he says, yet again, "I don't recall that." 

10:51 a.m.: Libby reads out the direct-dial phone number one would use to call him in the vice president's office. Reader, I was about to print it here for you, so you could ring up Scooter and give him a cheer or a jeer. But then I remembered that Libby resigned when he was indicted, so some other poor shmoe would be answering your calls for "Hugh Jass" and "Jacques Strappe."
11:16 a.m.: When the Bush administration decided to instantly declassify a National Intelligence Estimate (in July 2003), select (administration-friendly) excerpts from that document in an effort to rebut Joe Wilson's claims, and then have Scooter Libby leak those excerpts to the media, who did Scooter trust to spread the White House message? Judy Miller, "Miss Run Amok" herself. On the tapes, Libby says he sought Miller out for this important task because he felt she was "a responsible reporter."

11:31 a.m.: On July 8, 2003, two days after Wilson's op-ed appeared, Karl Rove said the administration was already "a day late" in responding. It was becoming a "process story" that was affecting "the president's trustworthiness." 

11:38 a.m.: "Are you telling us under oath," Fitzgerald bellows on the tapes, "that you never thought that Mr. Wilson was hired due to nepotism?" Libby replies, "I don't know why he was hired." 

11:46 a.m.: Fitzgerald brings up the infamous conversation Libby had with NBC's Tim Russert. (Sneak preview for Russert's turn in the witness chair, probably Wednesday.) Libby says he originally called Russert to complain about Hardball's Chris Matthews (who Libby says is a "rather outspoken fellow" prone to dissing the administration in unfair ways). Russert said he couldn't do anything, but suggested Libby call up Hardball's producer. 

Then, Libby says, Russert asked if Libby knew that Joe Wilson's wife worked for the CIA. "I was taken aback," Libby tells the grand jury. "I said, 'No, I don't know that.' Then Mr. Russert said, 'All the reporters know it.' And I said again, 'I don't know that.' I just wanted to be clear that I wasn't confirming anything for him."

Fitzgerald asks if Libby can remember the Hardball producer's name. "I think it's Shapiro," says Libby. Subtext: If he can recall the name of a Hardball producer he's never met, some eight months later, why can't Libby seem to recall anything else? (On the other hand, don't we all have oddly selective memories? We've seen all sorts of contradictions crop up in the witness testimony in this trial, over matters great and small.)

11:58 a.m.: A quote from Mary Matalin (Cheney's former press secretary) is redacted because of profanity. "Yes," says Libby. "She's … she's colorful."

12:03 p.m.: Fitzgerald tears into Libby's assertions about his call with Russert. In one of the more complicated questions I've ever heard asked at a trial, he inquires if Libby has a "specific recollection of remembering that you had forgotten that you knew that Joe Wilson's wife worked at the CIA?" 

1:36 p.m.: We come back from lunch—during which I pounded a 16-ounce can of Full Throttle energy drink. I will not fall asleep.

The lawyers are now arguing over what "accommodations and benefits" were provided to Tim Russert by the prosecution in return for Russert's testifying. I had hoped this would refer to autographed Buffalo Bills jerseys, but it's more about whether Russert's attorney demanded limits on what Russert could be asked about. According to the defense, there were three or four days of negotiations on this between Fitzgerald and Russert's counsel. 

2:14 p.m.: The tapes resume. Libby describes his conversations with Judy Miller and Matt Cooper. This testimony, along with the Russert stuff, is at the core of what Libby's on trial for now: It's what he's supposed to have lied about, or, as he contends, mis-recalled. As Fitzgerald (on the tape) says it's time to adjourn the grand jury for the day, we hear Libby interrupt him to deliver an out-of-nowhere, unsolicited monologue about his own memory. 

Libby tells the grand jurors that he gets "100 to 200 pages of material a day" to look over. That his workday goes from 6 a.m. to 8:30 p.m. And that he "can't possibly recall all the things I think are important," never mind the unimportant things. In conclusion, he says, "I apologize if my recollection of this stuff is not perfect." 




From: Seth Stevenson
Subject: Tim Russert, Utterly Unflappable
Posted Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 10:34 PM ET 


Click here and here to listen to the March 2004 grand jury testimony of Scooter Libby.
2:29 p.m.: All morning, we listened to audio tapes of Scooter Libby's grand jury testimony. Along with yesterday, that makes eight hours of tapes in all. Toward the end of this droning saga, the courtroom gallery was becoming rather sparsely populated. 

But now these tapes are, mercifully, over. We've had our lunch break, and the judge and jury are seated. And for some reason, the courtroom is packed. Some reporters can't even get in. Why? 

Prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald steps up to the podium. "The government calls Tim Russert," he says.

And there's the man, walking to the witness stand. Or rather, limping to it. Russert is on crutches—the result of a broken ankle. He takes his seat, spells out his name, and describes his job: host of Meet the Press and Washington bureau chief for NBC News.

Fitzgerald launches into questions about a July 2003 phone call Russert received from Scooter Libby. Russert tells us that Libby called him to complain about something Chris Matthews said on his TV show, Hardball. Libby was "agitated," and his voice was "very firm and direct," Russert recounts. 

"What the hell's going on with Hardball?" he asked Russert. "Damn it, I'm tired of hearing my name over and over again."

Fitzgerald asks if Russert had ever before, or since, received a call like that from a vice president's chief of staff. Russert says he has not. The call was really just a "viewer complaint." Besides, there was nothing Russert could do about Hardball, since it wasn't his show. He suggested other NBC people that Libby could complain to. And that was the end of the conversation. 

Did Russert tell Libby that Ambassador Joe Wilson's wife worked for the CIA? Did they discuss Valerie Plame in any way? "No," says Russert, calmly and evenly. "That would be impossible, because I didn't know who that was until several days later." 

Russert says it was not until the following Monday, when he read Robert Novak's cover-blowing column in the Washington Post, that he first learned about Plame's identity. He has a clear memory of reading the column: "I said, 'Wow, look at this. This is really significant. This is big.'" Then he went into work and started asking colleagues if they'd known about Plame's identity before. None had.

That's all Fitzgerald needs to hear. Twelve minutes after calling Russert to the stand, the prosecutor has no more questions for him. Russert's testimony is clean and simple: He never talked about Valerie Plame with Scooter Libby. Ever. 

And with that, Russert—a compelling, likable witness if there ever was one—may have buried Libby. Libby has said in his testimony, again and again, that Russert mentioned during this call that Joe Wilson's wife worked for the CIA and that "all the reporters" knew it. Now Russert is testifying, with obvious conviction, that Libby invented this part of the conversation. The jurors will have to decide who to believe. This is the most pointed he said/he said dispute of the case. 

Let's assume for a moment that Libby made up his story. Why on earth would he have done so? Here's the prosecution's theory: Libby really learned about Valerie Plame from Vice President Dick Cheney (and other government sources). And he then passed Cheney's information on to various reporters (including Matt Cooper of Time and Judy Miller of the New York Times). Libby worried that this leak constituted a crime (revealing the identity of a covert CIA agent), and that both he and Cheney might face criminal charges for it. So, when the FBI questioned him about it, he said he was simply passing on a tidbit that he'd learned from Tim Russert. If it came from Russert, and not Cheney, there would be no problem. (Fitzgerald describes this as Libby switching the story from "an official to a non-official source.")

Why did Libby think he could concoct a fake conversation with Russert, yet never have Russert contradict him? Because Libby assumed that Russert, as a member of the press, would protect Libby as a source. And in fact Russert did try to get out of testifying—fighting his subpoena on the grounds that testifying would have a "chilling effect" on his ability to get sources to talk to him. Unfortunately for Scooter, Russert lost this battle. And now he's here in court, calling Libby a liar.

But now let's imagine Libby's telling the truth—that he did talk about Plame with Russert, and that Russert is just misremembering their phone call. Can you imagine how nightmarish today must be for Libby, if this is the case? He's watching Russert throw him under the bus as the result of nothing more than a faulty memory. Russert is stubbornly standing by his hazy recollection of one three-year-old phone call. And Scooter might go to jail over it.

2:41 p.m.: Defense attorney Ted Wells begins cross-examining Russert. "Is it fair to say you're a valuable asset to the NBC network?" he asks. Russert, stone-faced, says, "I hope so." Next Wells asks if it's true that Meet the Press brings in more than $50 million in profits to NBC each year. (Russert isn't sure, but it sounds plausible.) Then Wells asks if it's true that Russert's salary is more than $5 million a year. This meets with an instant objection from Fitzgerald, and Russert doesn't have to answer. (The figure, true or not, certainly has a "chilling effect" on the lesser-paid reporters filling the courtroom.)

Wells starts hitting Russert with a flurry of questions, hoping to impugn his memory. But Russert is utterly unflappable. I've never seen a better witness at a trial. He never gets flustered, always stays on message. No matter how complex Wells makes his inquiries, Russert's answers remain supremely straightforward. After one string of jumbly gobbledygook from Wells (implying that Russert might have known about Valerie Plame earlier than he's claiming that he did), Russert ignores all the nooks and crannies and keeps things blunt: "I did not know that she worked at the CIA. That's the simple fact. I did not know who she was, what her name was, or where she worked." I suppose appearing on national television for years, verbally jousting with pundits and presidents, is good practice for parrying a lawyer's tricky questions. 

There's one place I think Wells might get some traction with the jury, though. He notes that, at the time of the phone call, the Joe Wilson trip was a "story of great national import," with the vice president's office deeply involved. And in the middle of this, Cheney's chief of staff serendipitously called up Tim Russert. Yet Russert—dogged reporter and experienced journalist that he is—didn't think to ask Libby a single question about Wilson while he had Libby on the line, one on one? 

Libby "was not in the mood to talk," responds Russert, so there was never an "opportunity" to ask him anything. Wells isn't buying this. Wouldn't it be natural to ask Libby a question? "It was not a natural phone call," says Russert. 

5 p.m.: We break for the day. For scheduling purposes, the lawyers want to figure out how much longer Russert will be on the stand. Russert leans on his crutch next to the witness booth. "I'm gonna be a while," Wells says with gusto. Russert doesn't smile.




From: Seth Stevenson
Subject: Tim Russert, Do You Believe in Santa Claus?
Updated Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 10:27 PM ET 


9:30 a.m.: We've got a problem. The court puts censored copies of the Washington Post in the jury room each morning, with articles about the trial snipped out. This morning, someone forgot to censor the Style section. Media writer Howard Kurtz had a story in there about Tim Russert's testimony ("Tim Russert, On the Uncomfortable Side of the Question"), and a juror saw it. Uh-oh—mistrial?! The juror is questioned further, and it turns out all she saw was a photo of Russert and the headline. She averted her eyes and alerted the authorities. Crisis defused.

9:45 a.m.: Russert is back on the stand for more cross-examination. Today, defense attorney Wells is trying to make the witness look like a hypocrite.

Russert tried hard to avoid being a part of this trial. He wanted to get out from under his subpoena by arguing that testifying here, and burning a source in the worst possible way (that is, possibly sending Scooter Libby to the hoosegow), could have a "chilling effect" on his own ability to do his job. But Wells points out that back when the FBI first called Russert with questions, in October 2003, Russert gabbed away about his conversation with Libby. Why didn't Russert protect his source then, before it was too late? And why get all high and mighty now, after the source was already fried?

Russert draws a distinction. He felt the subpoena could lead to an "open-ended fishing expedition," with all sorts of questions about whom he'd talked to and what had been said. That's something he feels no journalist should willingly agree to. The FBI interview was different: Russert felt comfortable with it because he was talking about his own words. Libby had told the FBI that Russert had talked about Plame. Russert said he hadn't mentioned her. He sees no problem in having corrected the record regarding something he himself was alleged to have said.

I see his point—up to a point. I don't really view the FBI interview as burning a source. Libby had already broken the confidentiality seal on that conversation by telling the FBI that Russert mentioned Plame. When the FBI relayed this to Russert, was Russert obligated to let what he says was a falsehood about himself go unchallenged? (To push this to a comically illogical extreme: What if Libby had said to the FBI, "Tim Russert told me that he murdered a hooker with an ice pick and then ate her internal organs"? Should Russert say, "Well, I can't talk about that conversation, because it would mean violating our confidentiality"?) 

I do think there's an element of hypocrisy (and pomposity) in Russert first yakking and then later self-righteously claiming that because he's a journalist, he shouldn't be forced to yak if he doesn't want to. But the much more important question for Scooter Libby is whether this attack on Russert will mean anything to the jury. 

I can't imagine it will. Why would the jury focus on some gnarled First Amendment battle they don't understand, or on Tim Russert's theories about journalistic privilege? There's a simple, easy-to-grasp dispute at the heart of this case: Libby says Russert talked about Valerie Plame, while Russert says he didn't. The hubbub over media ethics is a side dish—and possibly only of interest to the media. 

10:06 a.m.: Russert's a little less unflappable, and a little more testy, than he was Wednesday. When interrupted, he huffs, "If I can finish, thank you." Meanwhile, Wells keeps cutting him off. "If I don't ask you a question," the lawyer says, "then zhzhzht." (This is an onomatopoeia which, to Wells, clearly means "shush it." It's hard to see from back where I'm sitting, but it looked to me like Wells might have accompanied the sound by making a snap-shut motion with his hand.)

10:21 a.m.: Hey, look who's sitting right behind me. It's former Tennessee Sen. (and sometime actor) Fred Thompson! He's here with a much, much younger blond woman. I'm fairly certain that they are married, but she could very plausibly be his daughter. During a break, Scooter Libby's wife walks back here to chat with them. Later, as Thompson is leaving, he signs an autograph for a fan. (Which really makes me wish I'd brought in my Iron Eagle III DVD. "Senator, do you think Scooter Libby is a tragic fall guy taking the hit for a wounded administration? Also, what's Lou Gossett Jr. like?")

10:52 a.m.: The defense is showing an old clip from The Tim Russert Show. (Apparently, this is a TV show that airs regularly on CNBC.) We see Russert at a roundtable with other reporters, stating that (contrary to Libby's claims) he was not involved in the leak. At first I can't understand why the defense is showing this, when it reinforces what Russert's saying at the trial. But then the strategy becomes clearer.

"You went on all these TV shows to talk about it," says Wells. "Would it be embarrassing if it turned out that you had a mistaken recollection about what you and Mr. Libby said on the telephone call?" Wells is showing us that Russert has proclaimed on national television (OK, basic cable, but still) that he was not involved. He'd look like a fool, and lose credibility, if he admitted to being so publicly wrong—which gives him incentive to stick to the story now. 

The defense has two ways to negate Russert's powerful testimony: 1) They can say his memory's bad. They've tried, with mixed results. 2) They can say he's lying. But then they need to show a motive to lie. If fear of embarrassment is the best they've come up with, I think they're in trouble. Would Russert—having realized he misremembered things—stubbornly stick to his story, tell lies under oath, and maybe send a man to jail, all to avoid embarrassment? That makes no sense to me. The risk to Russert's reputation is infinitely greater if he tells a lie in a courtroom than if he comes clean and takes his lumps. I just don't see it. 

12:05 p.m.: The defense switches tacks. Maybe Russert's motive is animosity. "Is it true that there's a lot of bad blood between Mr. Libby and NBC News?" asks Wells. "No," says Russert. "Weren't you elated on the morning of Mr. Libby's indictment?" asks Wells. "No," says Russert. 

After much lawyer haggling, with the jury sent out and then brought back, Wells plays a clip from the Don Imus show that aired a few hours before the Libby indictment was announced. There's Imus in his goofy cowboy hat. And there's a still photo of a smiling Russert, who's calling in by phone. "It was like Christmas here last night," we hear Russert say, as Imus is laughing. "Santa Claus is coming. Surprises! What's going to be under the tree?"

Russert certainly does seem giddy about the imminent guillotining. But he argues it was a newsman's excitement over a big story. This is before the indictment had come down, and everyone was on edge waiting for the announcement. There'd even been speculation that Vice President Dick Cheney might get nabbed. 

Wells doesn't see it like that. Which is fair—would Russert be this happy if someone he admired and respected was about to get the collar? But the normally smooth cross-examiner lets his questions run off the rails a bit. "Is there any possibility that Mr. Fitzgerald was Santa Claus?" he asks. "Excuse me?" says a seemingly baffled Russert, as the courtroom titters. 

On redirect, Fitzgerald tries to clear this up. "Did you take joy in the fact that Mr. Libby was indicted?" he asks. "No," says Russert. "And I take no pleasure in being here today." Soon after, he is excused, and limps out of the courtroom.

3:20 p.m.: A few exhibits are introduced. … The lawyers fight a little more. … And … the prosecution rests!

On Monday, the defense will begin calling its witnesses. It's time to hear Scooter Libby's side of the story.



politics
The Trouble With Authenticity
The Edwards campaign has blogger trouble. It won't be the last.
By John Dickerson
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 7:29 PM ET 

John Edwards' campaign had a little fire in the basement this week. Two bloggers hired by the former North Carolina senator, Melissa McEwan and Amanda Marcotte, were labeled anti-Catholic by the Catholic League for writings about the church's positions on abortion and homosexuality. Conservative bloggers also targeted the pair, reposting previous salty writings from their personal pages. Liberal bloggers largely came to the aid of their colleagues—and waited for Edwards' response, which they saw as a key test of his commitment to them and their causes. In the end, after a few days of contemplation, the campaign issued a three-a-culpa: a tri-part statement in which Edwards scolded the bloggers for their past writings, and they each apologized for offending anyone. No one was fired.

All the presidential campaigns have been hustling to hire bloggers. Now they're learning what to do once they've got them. Bloggers helped Ned Lamont beat Joe Lieberman in the Democratic primary in Connecticut. Still, he didn't know how to handle it when one of the activists involved in his campaign caricatured Lieberman in blackface. Lamont ended up running away. Edwards, this week, went silent. The senator read some of the offending postings. He asked to talk to the bloggers, whose work he'd not read before and whom he'd never met. His campaign had not formally processed their paperwork, so Edwards and his advisers talked about whether to end the relationship before it began. (A report that the two were fired was wrong, says spokeswoman Jennifer Palmieri.) Bloggers heralded the decision to keep them; the Catholic League was outraged, and a top adviser to a rival campaign took a shot: "Apparently they're more afraid of the bloggers than they are the Catholics." 

Edwards has put a lot of money into Web outreach, to build netroots support and raise money, so he had to tread with particular care for fear of undoing that work. But all campaigns are likely to face a version of his troubles this week. The major candidates are trying to do two conflicting things: channel the authenticity of the blogosphere while simultaneously maintaining the rigid image and message control that is crucial to any presidential campaign. It's a ready-made car wreck because bloggers are tough to domesticate. They want to demonstrate they haven't sold out once they get onto a politician's payroll. Their regulars readers will be turned off if they tame themselves, and if they don't, they're likely to be coarse and brash. 

It seems almost unnecessary to make the case that political bloggers matter to primary campaigns. Almost all major candidates have hired them. Those that haven't still court and assiduously track them. Last week, John McCain's campaign held a special conference call with bloggers to convince them that their candidate was the real conservative in the race. When Hillary Clinton announced she was running, her campaign boasted about its online activists, listing blogger rave reviews next to mainstream accolades from pundits at Time and ABC. The campaigns that don't treat bloggers right get penalized, as Joe Biden and Rudy Giuliani have been. Campaigns are desperately trying to bring supporters online—it makes fund raising easier and allows candidates to deliver their message directly to supporters, bypassing the press. But bringing supporters online means putting people who have never read blogs a click away from them. If you watched Barack Obama's or Hillary Clinton's announcements of their presidential candidacies online, you might start getting your campaign news online. At that point, you've ventured into the blogosphere's neighborhood.

It used to be the advertising guys who caused the campaign strains that Edwards went through this week. If the outfit making your ads made ugly ones in the past, you had to answer for it. In 2000, George Bush spent much of August playing defense over an ad that appeared to have a negative subliminal message embedded in it. Though the supporting evidence for that thesis was sketchy, the story stayed in the news because the team that produced it had a history of playing hardball. When a campaign shoves aside an ad maker, though, his competitors don't support their colleague. They try to take his business. Bloggers, on the other hand, rally. And if you don't do right by them, they rarely forget.



politics
All Talk and No Talk
The Senate dithers on the Iraq troop surge.
By John Dickerson
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 8:09 AM ET 
In the Senate, debates can be like rabbits: They multiply. So, before senators could debate President Bush's plan for a troop increase in Iraq, they had to have a debate about the debate. To go forward with that debate, the senators had to debate the order of debating the debate. 

After all the debate, the Senate debated nothing. The nonbinding resolution on Iraq, which would not actually stop the deployment of 21,500 or more additional troops, will not be voted on for the moment. After a day of speeches and wrangling, the Democrats and Republicans could not reach an agreement on how to proceed.

Republicans were the ones who shut down debate. All but two of them stuck with their party, leaving Democrats 11 votes short of the 60 they needed to proceed with a discussion of the troop surge on the Senate floor. At issue were the rules of the game: which resolutions—both for and against Bush's plan for Iraq—would be debated and whether it would take 50 or 60 votes to pass them. Democrats had offered an agreement that would have opened debate on two measures: one from John Warner opposing the surge, and one from John McCain supporting it. Democrats did not want to include a third Republican measure, sponsored by New Hampshire Sen. Judd Gregg, which said nothing about the surge in offering support for the troops. 

Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid claimed that because the Gregg amendment had nothing to do with the surge, it was not germane. The real worry for Democrats, though, was that the greatest number of senators would have simply voted to support the troops. If that had happened, the Gregg measure could have been the only one of the three to pass. Or it could have passed by a larger margin than the Warner resolution opposing the surge, watering down the message of disapproval being sent to the President Bush. (McCain's effort never had a chance.) 

When Reid did not agree to include the Gregg amendment in the debate, Republicans refused to play ball. Even the ones opposed to the surge weren't willing to break ranks and give a victory to Democrats on a matter of procedure. Because neither side could risk an unfavorable outcome, they embraced stalemate.

"Republicans have given President Bush a green light," complained Reid afterward. "They're high-fiving at the White House." His colleagues tried to one-up each other in calling the opposition names. Dick Durbin of Illinois called Republicans "mugwumps" because they said they opposed the troop surge but didn't vote to stop it, and Chuck Schumer called them "Know Nothings" because they were oblivious to reality. 

Earlier Monday it seemed senators would find some way to behave like adults on the most important issue of the day. Senators from each side promised that the debate could start right away if the other side would just come to their senses. "This is all a bunch of show and tell … a lot of sound and fury," said Republican Sen. Trent Lott. "Signifying nothing," helpfully chimed in West Virginia Democrat Robert Byrd. (Byrd wasn't joining the Republicans; he just likes finishing people's quotes.)

The debate left some of the spectators in the gallery unimpressed. Some were able only to see the senators discuss which of them would speak before the other and for what duration. "I expected to see debate on the resolution," said Matthew Lilleboe, a visitor from Minnesota who left the gallery before the final vote. "Disconnected is a pretty good word to explain [the debate]. There was a lot of back and forth. They need to move a little faster on it." 

For now, that's it. Reid says the Senate must move on to other business, a veiled threat to Republicans that the country will blame them for the nondebate debate. Reid also suggested, though, that he'd talk to his counterpart, Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, on Tuesday in case it turned out that Democrats were getting blamed. The idea would be that they're in control and yet the Republicans are controlling the conversation. Either way, debate will continue.



press box
Jay Forman Redux
Slate's author of "Monkeyfishing" now says none of his story was true.
By Jack Shafer
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 3:12 PM ET 
In 2001, Jay Forman wrote an article about "monkeyfishing" that I edited and published in Slate. Almost immediately, bloggers, the Wall Street Journal's James Taranto, and the New York Times ($) gouged huge holes in the piece. 
At first, Forman defended his first-person story—which described a trip he'd taken with a "monkeyfisherman" to Florida's Lois Key—as completely true. In Forman's piece, a monkeyfisherman casts a fruit-baited fish line from his boat onto the island where rhesus research monkeys were kept. A monkey perched in a tree takes the bait. Caught, the monkey is dragged down into the water.

The withering Times and the Journal investigations caused Forman to change his story. He now said that he had fabricated the lurid parts about monkeys being caught with baited lines, but maintained that he had visited the island and taunted the monkeys from offshore. 

The scandal rested there until this week, when Forman telephoned me. Student journalists writing a story about the incident had contacted Forman, and this had prompted him to call me and confess that the story was a complete lie. He never even visited the island. 

In a note to me, Forman apologized for betraying Slate's trust and for taking so long to come clean.

I, in turn, apologize to Slate readers for publishing the story. Although Forman still stands by the two other pieces he wrote for the magazine, there is plenty of reason not to believe him.



press box
Spitfire
Vietnam veterans were gobbed on, insist angry readers and critical bloggers.
By Jack Shafer
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 6:32 PM ET 
The idea that Vietnam veterans returning from the war were spat upon by protesters is fixed in many minds, notably the score of readers who e-mailed me to dispute my Jan. 30 column that declared the story an "urban myth." They know vets got spat on because it happened to them, they wrote. 

Also taking exception to my piece were Dan Riehl at the NewsBusters blog, Jim Lindgren at the Volokh Conspiracy, and others. My piece took the stand—following Jerry Lembcke's 1998 book, Spitting Image: Myth, Memory, and the Legacy of Vietnam—that the spit stories began to proliferate in 1980 or thereabouts. (For a thumbnail of Lembcke's argument, see this paper.) But both Riehl and Lindgren helpfully point to several mentions of spat-on vets published or broadcast during the Vietnam era. 

Indeed, the spit meme was in circulation well before that. Former Defense Department official Alfred B. Fitt wrote a Sept. 15, 1971, Washington Post opinion piece about the divisiveness of the war in which he concluded, "You can't be fond of being spat upon, either literally or figuratively, just because of the uniform you're wearing." In a Nov. 30, 1971, New York Times op-ed, Army magazine Editor in Chief L. James Binder wrote, "The uniform of [Army] soldiers is spat upon in the streets and its wearers are denounced in public places as 'war criminal.' " A June 9, 1971, op-ed (whose provenance I cannot vouch for) states that veteran Jim Minarik claims to have been "twice spat upon" as well as "denied restaurant service" because of his uniform. (The op-ed is posted in the comment section of this Web site.)

There's more. The Television News Archive lists an abstract from a Dec. 27, 1971, CBS Evening News segment in which returning vet Delmar Pickett tells of being spat upon in Seattle. (I've ordered a copy of the segment and will write about it upon receipt.) 

Alas, none of the leads provided to me by readers contains anything that confirms that the incidents took place: I've yet to locate a news account that documents a specific spit altercation or a police or court paper trail that would back the accusations. Of course, the lack of a newspaper clip or a criminal justice filing doesn't prove that no vet got spat on when he returned. Also, Lindgren writes quite sensibly in his blog item about the inadequacy of search for pre-Nexis newspaper stories. Just because I can't find the stories doesn't mean they don't exist. Likewise, the two-score e-mails I've received from vets who pshaw the spit stories and say they and their comrades experienced no hassles upon return doesn't prove nobody ever got spit on.

And yet … if vets were being spat upon with such abandon as my e-mail correspondents claim, at least one documented case should exist in which a cop or a reporter was called after a fistfight broke out after one of the many alleged spit assaults on a vet by protesters at San Francisco International Airport. 

Prodded by Lindgren and others, I looked deeper into pre-Nexis databases, finding a May 6, 1972, New York Times op-ed by Chaim F. Shatan. Now deceased, Shatan was the co-director of the postdoctoral psychoanalytic training clinic at New York University, and a proponent of "post-Vietnam syndrome," a loose description he and his colleagues applied to the psychic suffering some vets described in the "group rap" sessions they initiated in 1970. 

You don't have to believe in post-Vietnam syndrome or its successor, post-traumatic stress disorder, to appreciate Shatan's sympathy for vets. As he catalogs the "basic themes" of post-Vietnam syndrome, he mentions the vets' sense of guilt—for having killed and for having survived. He discusses their feelings about being victimized by "inadequate V.A. treatment and paltry G.I. benefits," and made scapegoats for atrocities their superiors were responsible for. His vets felt "duped and manipulated" by their government and brutalized by combat and combat training.

Obviously, Shatan dealt with a tiny subset of returning Vietnam vets who presented as disturbed to him. The overwhelming majority of returning Vietnam vets did not make these sorts of complaints. But if protesters spit on vets as frequently as some testify, wouldn't Shatan have included in his op-ed some mention of this extreme ostracism or the anxiety that they might be ostracized in such a fashion?

Again, I prove nothing by citing what's not in Shatan's op-ed. I remain prepared to believe that vets were spat on by protesters when they returned and will continue to monitor my e-mail for evidence of such a travesty.

****** 

My e-mail is slate.pressbox@gmail.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise. Permanent disclosure: Slate is owned by the Washington Post Co.)

Slate's machine-built RSS feed.



science
You're Getting Warmer …
The new statistical rhetoric of climate change.
By Daniel Engber
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 5:44 PM ET 

Global warming must be on a hot streak. Just a few months ago we watched polar bears drowning on the melting Arctic ice. In Washington, D.C., the cherry trees bloomed in January, and—wait, was Heaven boiling over?—the president himself warned Congress about the "serious challenge of climate change." But the biggest score came last Friday: A report from the United Nations' blue-ribbon international panel of climatologists declared global warming an "unequivocal" fact, "very likely" caused by human activity. 

This upgrades the panel's previous assessment from 2001, which tagged our poor behavior as the "likely" culprit. The words are selected to correspond to precise numerical assessments of our guilt. Six years ago, the authors calculated a 66 percent chance that we were behind the recent warming trend; today they peg it at more than 90 percent. (At one point, they proposed going as high as 99 percent.)

This quantification of doubt is relatively new. For years, climate-change scientists relied on verbal expressions of chance instead of statistical ranges: Effects were "probable" or "possible"; they "could" or "might" be true. As a result, their language of uncertainty was easy to misinterpret, politicians threw up their hands, and skeptics seized on ambiguous phrases to argue that the science of climate change was based more on estimation than fact. But 10 years' worth of new data have emboldened the researchers, and now they've replaced their hazy equivocations with percentage values. This shift in rhetoric—at base, from words to numbers—has made their conclusions more comprehensible and compelling. It's also made them less honest.

The change in strategy began when Richard Moss and Stephen Schneider—a pair of researchers dubbed the "uncertainty cops" by their peers—urged the U.N. panel of climate scientists to fortify their language with hard numbers. The mapping of phrases to percentages, they argued, would make it easier for policy-makers to apply the science and harder for skeptics to spin it. A footnote in the new report explains how their ideas have been applied: If the report says something is "virtually certain," it means there's a 99 percent chance that it's true."Very likely" refers to any probability between 90 percent and 99 percent, "more likely than not" refers to a chance greater than 50 percent, and "unlikely" is somewhere between 10 percent and 33 percent. (Click here for a PDF of Moss and Schneider's recommendations.)

The new system makes it easier for policy-makers to think about global warming in terms of betting odds. You might determine the value of a card game by weighing the chance of winning against the potential payoff. Likewise, the politician can figure the risk of a global disaster by multiplying the chance of its occurrence by its potential costs. It might not be worth our time, for example, to hedge against the tiny possibility of a giant asteroid hitting the Earth, even though its effects would surely be catastrophic. (In gambling terms, betting on a deep impact would be like buying a lottery ticket.) Global warming, on the other hand, seems like a much safer bet.

From a policy perspective, this sounds like a great idea. But when Moss and Schneider first made their recommendations, many members of the climate-change panel were justifiably reluctant to go along. As scientists, they'd been trained to draw statistical conclusions from a repeated experiment, and use percentages to describe their certainty about the results.

But that kind of analysis doesn't work for global warming. You can't roll the Earth the way you can a pair of dice, testing it over and over again and tabulating up the results. At best, climate scientists can look at how the Earth changes over time and build simplified computer models to be tested in the lab. Those models may be excellent facsimiles of the real thing, and they may provide important, believable evidence for climate change. But the stats that come out of them—the percentages, the confidence intervals—don't apply directly to the real thing.

That's why the climatologists had been using vague language about probability—they didn't feel they could draw on the rigorous language of percentages to describe what were essentially subjective judgments. At issue was our intuitive distinction between two kinds of probability, which might be described as "statistical" and "subjective." We might say, in the statistical sense, that the chance of rolling snake eyes on a pair of dice is about 3 percent; subjective probabilities, by contrast, come into play whenever we make a personal judgment based on available evidence. On Sunday morning I used my marginal knowledge of football to determine that the Bears would win the Super Bowl. Jurors use courtroom testimony to decide how likely it is that a defendant is guilty of a crime. And climatologists use scientific evidence to decide how likely it is that we're heating up the Earth.

We haven't always been hung up on distinguishing between statistical judgments of chance and subjective ones. In the 18th century, magistrates were expected to assess the probability of a defendant's guilt by calculating the sum of the testimony against him. Meanwhile, a tribunal that convicted by a 2-to-1 margin could be taken to imply that the verdict had a 67 percent chance of being correct. The elements of probability weren't teased apart until 1837, when Siméon-Denis Poisson divided it into the dual concepts of statistical frequency (called "chance") and subjective judgment (sometimes referred to as "raison de croire"). 

Poisson's distinction has persisted, more or less, until today. In general, we use numbers and percentages when we're talking about statistical probability, and we use phrases like "doubtful" or "almost certain" when we're talking about subjective judgments. That doesn't mean you can't quantify belief. In fact, most of us have a pretty consistent intuition about how the language of uncertainty relates to numerical values. According to a famous study from 1990, if you ask people to translate the phrase likely or probable into a percentage, most will give a number between 63 percent and 78 percent. Very likely yields a rating of 80 percent to 90 percent. Something that's certain is 98 percent or 99 percent.

But further research revealed that these meanings are stable only when the words are presented without context. In a report on climate change, by contrast, there's no reliable way to know if one policy-maker will ascribe the same percentage to the word likely as another.

That's where the uncertainty cops come in. They tell the scientists to turn their opinions—as the best-informed experts in the world—into numbers. The process of mapping judgments to percentages has two immediate benefits. First, there's no ambiguity of meaning; politicians and journalists aren't left to make their own judgments about the state of the science on climate change. Second, a consistent use of terms makes it possible to see the uptick in scientific confidence from one report to the next; since 2001, we've gone from "likely" to "very likely," and from 66 percent to 90 percent.

But the new rhetoric of uncertainty has another effect—one that provides less clarity instead of more. By tagging subjective judgments with percent values, the climatologists erode the long-standing distinction between chance and raison de croire. As we read the report, we're likely to assume that a number represents a degree of statistical certainty, rather than an expert's confidence in his or her opinion. We're misled by our traditional understanding of percentages and their scientific meaning. 

The uncertainty cops argue that in the face of global warming—and the spin campaign to discredit it—we must do whatever it takes to boost the credibility of the experts. If the public is more inclined to believe in percentages, then the experts should give them percentages. It's a reasonable argument and one that could help us to address the precipitous rise in greenhouse-gas emissions. But we have to acknowledge that the new headline-grabbing rhetoric of climate change has elements of propaganda. However valid its conclusions, the report toys with our intuitions about science—that a number is more precise than a word, that a statistic is more accurate than a belief.



sidebar

Return to article
A scientist might, for example, collect data from a pair of dice by rolling them over and over again in the lab. The results would form a frequency distribution; given enough data, it's possible to draw conclusions about which numbers are most likely to come up.



sports nut
Saturday's Night
Peyton Manning won the MVP, but Indy's center won them the Super Bowl.
By Robert Weintraub
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 7:23 AM ET 

One thing is clear after this year's championship games—returning the opening kickoff for a touchdown is a feat best avoided. Like Ohio State's Ted Ginn Jr., Chicago's Devin Hester scored before the first Buffalo wing was slathered in ranch dressing. And as in the BCS contest, there were few highlights thereafter for the team taking the early lead. Indianapolis dominated the remaining 59 minutes and 45 seconds, comprehensively beating the Bears 29-17 to win Super Bowl XLI. 

Now that Peyton Manning has a championship ring and an MVP trophy, expect him to be featured in every single advertisement next season, as opposed to every other commercial. You'll never see a more unassuming MVP performance. I can't recall a most valuable player in any championship game in any sport who didn't make a single great play. But other than a touchdown pass to a wide-open Reggie Wayne on a busted coverage, Manning was efficient but hardly dazzling. He was helped by Bears defensive coordinator Ron Rivera's steadfast refusal to blitz. Chicago, like the Colts, prefers to sit back in a Cover Two defense and get pressure from their front four. Considering that the sole proven method of flustering Manning is to throw him off his rhythm by bringing extra rushers, the Bears should have mixed it up a bit. Instead, Chicago allowed Peyton to look as comfortable in torrential rain as Gene Kelly.

The same can't be said of Rex Grossman, who was expectedly mediocre. After a nice first-quarter dart to Muhsin Muhammad for a touchdown, the Chicago QB offered little else. A sequence in the third quarter, with the Bears down five and threatening to take an unlikely lead, typified his night. Grossman first slipped and took a sack, then fumbled a snap between his legs and pratfalled for another huge loss. Grossman eventually ended all hope for his team by lollipoping a pass on a stop-and-go route that was picked off and returned for the clinching score by Colts corner Kelvin Hayden. (Unlike previous obscure defensive backs, Hayden probably won't be able to parlay a pick in the big game into a huge free-agent contract, but he should at least see more of the field next season.)

While Grossman's terrible second half had a lot to do with the Colts' victory, Indy's most important performer wasn't a quarterback. On the eve of the playoffs, I argued that center play is the key to winning the championship. Indy's Jeff Saturday, who played a key role in the Colts' playoff losses the last few seasons, proved me right with a superb performance Sunday night. With Chicago missing stud defensive tackle Tommie Harris, it fell to Saturday and his line to take advantage and blow open holes in the middle of the Bears D. Mission accomplished, to the tune of 191 total rushing yards from Joseph Addai and Dominic Rhodes. Saturday also coordinated the pass protection that kept Manning clean and gave him time to complete the short dump-off passes that won him the MVP award. Come on, Peyton, give the award to the man who snapped you the ball. Or at least give Saturday the Cadillac.

Meanwhile, Bears center Olin Kreutz played a part in two fumbled snaps. And excepting a 52-yard dash by Thomas Jones early, Chicago's line failed to enforce its will on the smaller Colts defense. It's tough to pin much blame on Chicago's offense, however, despite Grossman's ineffective play. It was tough for the Bears offense to get any tempo going since they were on the bench for nearly 30 minutes of game time on either side of halftime. Indy controlled the clock and sapped Chicago's will with their pounding running game, and the vaunted Bears defense missed tackles all over the field. Only Indy's inability to punch it in from close quarters kept the game from being a blowout. 

Grossman's interception for a touchdown was one of eight turnovers in the game, the downpour helping to create the sloppiest Super Bowl since the Colts won an unsightly game against Dallas 36 years ago. The CBS telecast was pretty unsightly as well, and not just because the main camera kept fogging up. The rain wreaked havoc, from the failure of a sideline reporter's mike just before kickoff, to splattered lenses on the field cameras, to a crowd that was too waterlogged to provide any fodder for cutaways that might have roused a lifeless atmosphere. 

The game felt at times more like a midseason clash between the Titans and Texans than the Super Bowl. Billy Joel bricked the national anthem (although Prince rocked). Soldiers were shown watching the game live from Iraq just before kickoff, never to be seen again. In a game supposedly overloaded with cameras, CBS had no conclusive shot of a challenged play involving the number of Bears defenders on the field. The network also waited until after the Muhammad score to show a decent replay of Indy's previous touchdown.

There were some good moments for CBS, in particular a cameraman taking one for the team and getting the shot despite being bowled into a gigantic puddle. Hester's opening touchdown was augmented by a great shot of the Chicago return man checking himself out on the stadium JumboTron during the runback. Analyst Phil Simms was his usual solid self. Play-by-player Jim Nantz was bland as usual, although I liked that he pierced the myth of Adam Vinatieri's infallibility in Super Bowls, pointing out after his first-half miss that the golden kicker botched two field goals in Super Bowl XXXVIII as well (a fact conveniently forgotten after he booted the game-winner). It would have been nice, too, for Nantz and Simms to take a few seconds to mention Jeff Saturday's outstanding performance. The center, though, remained anonymous as always on a night when he should have been the biggest star of football's biggest game.



summary judgment
PoMo Overload
The critical buzz on Paul Auster.
By Doree Shafrir
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 3:46 PM ET 

Travels in the Scriptorium, Paul Auster (Holt). Auster's new novel—in which characters from his previous books visit an unnamed amnesiac narrator who seems to represent Auster himself—has exhausted some critics with its metafictional games. Salon sighs, "When Auster gets cooking, he's like a magician who can amaze us by sawing a woman in half; when he's not, as in Travels in the Scriptorium, it's as if he's sawing away without a woman in the box." But the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette finds much to recommend in Auster's Beckettian fable, ruminating that "Auster seems to have returned to his metaphysical roots with this story that ruminates on identity, purpose, responsibility and knowledge in a setting that harks to French existentialist conventions." And the Philadelphia Inquirer remains convinced of Auster's skills: "Say what one will about Auster's repetition of devices—the book within a book, the off-stage tormentor, the loss of memory—he has become frightfully good at manipulating a good story out of them." (Buy Travels in the Scriptorium.)


Lost (ABC, Wednesdays, 10 p.m.). The desert island show resumes, and critics wonder whether its increasingly impatient fans will stick with it—using far too many puns on "lost" in the process. The six-episode miniseason that ran in the fall "deflated the island drama's momentum," grumbles the Associated Press, "leaving many fans and critics disappointed, discouraged and worried that Lost may have lost its way." Without revealing any plot twists, the San Francisco Chronicle offers some hope: "Let's just say that the writers have either quickened the pace of some revelations, or maybe we've missed the show so long … that the pulse seems lively and fresh." And the Boston Globe consoles those who fear the show has taken an irrevocable turn for the inscrutable, promising that the episode "doesn't share The Answer to All, of course, or even The Answer to Anything Big. But it does provide clues and references."


A Weekend in the City, Bloc Party (Vice). The British nouveau-postpunk rockers' follow-up to their 2005 hit, Silent Alarm, has some critics rolling their eyes at lead singer Kele Okereke's tortured tendencies. The Washington Post gripes, "Unfortunately, while the sense of malaise is compelling and the band's conviction undeniable, the message is unclear," and the New York Times calls the album "[c]laustrophobic with multitracked vocals and baroque effects." But online music magazine Pitchfork finds Bloc Party's earnestness compelling, remarking, "If they have the demeanor of rock's teacher's pets, they have the talent and the work ethic, too—they're attentive, conscientious, and good at what they do." (Buy A Weekend in the City.)


Infinity on High, Fall Out Boy (Island). Emo-punk phenomenon Fall Out Boy steers toward the mainstream with its fourth album*, but critics wonder whether the band's new production values and self-importance will turn off its mopey MySpace fan base. "Mall rats will be forgiven if they can't relate as well to the new material," writes the Boston Globe. "The question is, will Fall Out Boy?" The Dallas Morning News sneers that the new album—which follows the 3-million-selling From Under the Cork Tree—is "an assured and unabashed grab at pop stardom, with enough hooks to reel a sea of teenage fish and enough oh-way-oh choruses to keep shower singers engaged until entire limbs prune up." Still, Slate's Jody Rosen, writing in Entertainment Weekly, finds something to redeem the band and its much-photographed Pete Wentz: "Wentz's words have a pleasing vernacular spunkiness—this is the Esperanto of young American suburbia, poetry of the mall and the chat room." (Buy Infinity on High.)


Prince at the Super Bowl. Prince's Super Bowl halftime show didn't disappoint critics or the audience—and his classic "Purple Rain" seemed appropriate in the soaking wet stadium: "[H]is greatest anthem turned a soggy 10-minute show into a summation of purpose …" writes the Miami Herald. "It was a momentous salute to a dramatic career." The New York Times' Kelefa Sanneh adds, "Yesterday's command performance was yet more proof that Prince has made that familiar journey from pariah to American treasure. He has a catalog of hits that everybody seems to love (even the players, who normally take little interest in the halftime show, were quoted praising Prince)." And perhaps most important for the NFL, there were no "wardrobe malfunctions." As USA Today notes: "[Prince] gave the NFL his word and a signed contract. He kept his end of the bargain."


Rules of Engagement (CBS, Mondays, 9:30 p.m.). This heavily promoted sitcom stars Oliver Hudson, Patrick Warburton, and David Spade as friends who are, respectively, just-engaged, long-married, and a die-hard bachelor. Mild hilarity ensues. The Los Angeles Times calls Rules of Engagement "a sweet-tempered show, well made and well played." Some critics find the premise tired but agree that Warburton (best known for playing Elaine's boyfriend Puddy on Seinfeld) makes the show watchable with his deadpan affect. The Chicago Tribune's Maureen Ryan puts it: "Warburton has a wonderful way of underselling a line, yet using his sonorous voice to wring the most dry wit from it. This thinly constructed show may be worth watching for the sly Warburton alone." 


Harry Potter. The seventh—and final—Harry Potter book will be released on July 21, and fans aren't the only ones mourning the end of the series. Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows "comes as a bittersweet finale not only for readers but also for the publishing companies, booksellers and licensees that have cashed in on the international phenomenon since it began more than nine years ago," the New York Times explains. Fans are perhaps most concerned by Rowling's proclamation that two characters die in this book, particularly if one of them is Harry. While Rowling is keeping the secret close to her chest, the BBC notes, "Rowling has said she could understand authors who killed off their characters, to stop others writing new adventures. But she admitted being worried about the reaction from fans if the boy wizard came to a sticky end." After the announcement, pre-orders for the book catapulted it to the top of the charts at Amazon and Barnesandnoble.com. (Pre-order Harry Potter and the Deathly Hollows.)


Factory Girl (Weinstein Company). This biopic about Andy Warhol ingénue Edie Sedgwick (Sienna Miller) has bored reviewers—largely because the world of Warhol's Factory is less interesting up close than one would expect. The New York Times wonders: "How do you discover the inner life of people determined to live so fast and hard that they can outrun their demons? How do you bring substance to charismatic personalities whose glamour may camouflage a void?" The Los Angeles Times sniffs that the film "disappoints as both biography and drama. … As a hopped-up ramble through the Pop Art '60s, it's more like That Girl on speed than anything else." Critics also think Miller deserves more from a script; the AP remarks that she "remains an actress in search of a movie worthy of her talent." (Buy tickets to Factory Girl.)


Alright, Still, Lily Allen (Capitol). The 21-year-old British songstress—who first rocketed to fame on MySpace—has released her first full-length album stateside. Critics are largely enamored with her bad-girl act. The Guardian writes, "Allen is not so much hanging out her dirty laundry as rolling around in it, delighting in its filth, to a soundtrack of ska rhythms and lilting reggae tones." But the Washington Post wonders whether her British success (her single "Smile" hit the top of the chart last summer) will translate in the United States: "Though she's a star in the United Kingdom, it's difficult imagining High School Musical-loving tween girls warming up to Allen's tunes about crack whores, pot-smoking brothers and declarations that size does matter." (Buy Alright, Still.)

Correction, Feb. 6, 2007: The item about Fall Out Boy's Infinity on High misidentified the album as the band's second. It is the band's fourth full-length album. (Return to the corrected sentence.)


the big idea
Let's Not Talk About It
Avoidance as a political strategy.
By Jacob Weisberg
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 3:49 PM ET 

I had planned to write this week about the Senate's grand debate over President Bush's proposed troop surge in Iraq, but then the Senate decided not to have one. Harry Reid, the majority leader, called it off rather than allow a vote on a demagogic resolution sponsored by Republican Sen. Judd Gregg of New Hampshire that insisted Congress not "endanger United States military forces in the field including by the elimination or reduction of funds." Because most senators would rather be photographed clubbing baby seals than go on record against the troops, a roll call on Gregg's motion would have indicated sham support for Bush's policy. 

This gambit delighted Republicans because it got them out of a tricky spot and avoided a showdown they were poised to lose. But some Democrats were no less pleased not to have to cast another vote, even a symbolic one, on the war. Taking a straightforward stand on Iraq is the kind of thing that tends to cause problems for them down the road, as John Kerry, John Edwards, and Hillary Clinton could all testify. For many opponents of the surge, being able to blame Bush's supporters for blocking action is an ideal impasse. Happily helpless, Democrats and liberals can blame the president for getting it all wrong without assuming any responsibility for what happens next. 

The growing preference for this sort of Kabuki enactment is emerging as the theme of the final phase of the Bush presidency. This is not the type of divided government in which two sides knock heads in a struggle to have their way, which describes the period of grand conflict between Reagan and the Democrats in the early 1980s, or Bill Clinton and the Gingrich Congress from 1995 to '98. That kind of head-butting is straightforward. Positions on both sides are relatively clear, the struggle takes place above board, and a winner typically emerges (the president, in both of those cases). 

The type of deadlock that has overtaken Washington since the handover of congressional power is of a muddier and more frustrating sort, reminiscent of the diminished, final years of nearly every recent presidency. In this kind of divided government, a lame-duck leader can't move his agenda, and his opponents in Congress can't move theirs, should they happen to have one. Rather than seek compromise, both sides accept that nothing much is going to happen and settle in for the duration. The political game becomes a matter of blaming the other side for obstructing progress while positioning oneself for the next election, which might change the dynamic. 

Fiscal politics exemplify the current standoff at its most disingenuous. The president's budget, which was released this week, is a characteristically reality-evading document, which asserts the federal government can achieve balance in five years, based on a series of implausible assumptions, including unrealistic growth in tax revenues, unlikely cuts in domestic spending, underestimating the costs for Iraq and Afghanistan, and—the big one everyone forgets—treating funds that in theory are accumulating in the Social Security trust fund ($184 billion this year, rising to $258 billion in 2012) as found money.

A candid Democratic response to this would be that restoring fiscal balance again will require hard choices—tax increases and budget cuts—that will be even harder if we want a universal health-care system. John Edwards, the most populist of the leading Democratic presidential candidates, has so far come the closest to doing this, calling explicitly for tax increases on the wealthy and asserting that moderate deficits are tolerable. But for the most part, Democrats are no more interested in a full and frank discussion of fiscal realities than the president is. They think excessive honesty will get them whacked as tax-raisers and that they'd risk losing in 2008 everything they worked so hard to win in 2006. The safer ground is to scoff at Bush's evasions and kick the can down the road until their party can recapture the White House. 

A similar kind of Republican calculation explains the current stalemate on a series of other issues. If conservatives speak specifically about the need to cut entitlement spending, they'll be branded enemies of Social Security by liberals. So instead, they devote their energy to market-testing new euphemisms for privatization, which is a non-starter, and blasting liberals for ignoring the problem. On immigration, there is enough substantive common ground for Democrats and the president to reach a compromise involving an arduous path to citizenship for current illegal residents, tighter border security and employment enforcement, and a guest-worker system. But moderate Republicans are too worried about being sandbagged as amnesty supporters to risk a deal. Even on the issue of climate change, where there is no longer any obvious disagreement, nothing is likely to happen before the next president is sworn in. Republicans see no advantage in leading the charge. And most Democrats would rather bash Bush for failing to act than specify the sacrifices Americans need to make to confront the problem. 

It is a rather obvious point that leaving the country's biggest problems to fester can't be good policy. What is less obvious is that it may not be good politics either. A two-party system is a zero-sum game, in which Republican gain ought to mean Democratic loss, and vice-versa. But because the politics of blockage, blame, and stagnation tends to breed disgust with both sides, it can pave the way for big anti-incumbent swings and third-party movements. Both John Anderson in 1980 and Ross Perot in 1992 ran on their ability to break through the stalemate in Washington. Because of the strong and varied presidential field, a significant third-party bid seems less likely in 2008; John McCain and Barack Obama both owe their popularity to a reputation for speaking more plainly than other politicians. But if the logjam persists, it's not impossible that a Michael Bloomberg or someone else could wage an independent candidacy on the argument that neither Republicans nor Democrats are leveling with the country.

Not talking about problems is also a poor way to prepare the ground for fixing them later. Walter Mondale's acknowledgement that he would raise taxes if elected in 1984 is thought by most to have been a boneheaded political move. Democrats think Mondale should have evaded the tax question on the campaign trail and then done what he needed to do once elected. On the other hand, Bill Clinton's decision to raise taxes in 1993 without a clear mandate from voters wasn't genius politics either—it was probably the biggest factor in the loss of Democratic control over Congress a year later. If leaders think it's suicidal to confront the public with hard choices, the public learns that hard choices aren't really necessary. Honest debate ceases to be merely unlikely and becomes definitively impossible.



the has-been
The Great Right Hope
The conservative movement needs a wipeout in '08, and Idaho has their man.
By Bruce Reed
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 12:42 PM ET 
Wednesday, Feb. 7, 2007
When I'm 1964: The far right used to inspire fear, not pity, but these days it's hard not to feel a little sorry for the conservative faithful. For a movement accustomed to morning in America, the hour is closer to midnight. First, a Republican Congress betrayed them for pieces of silver. Then a Republican administration ran their ideas into the ground. Now, when they need a conservative messiah, the bundle on their doorstep is Rudy Giuliani, who endorsed Bill Clinton's assault-weapons ban and Mario Cuomo's re-election campaign at the height of the Republican revolution in 1994.

Conservatives have not yet begun to ache. In coming months, they'll have to listen as Giuliani and his fellow gypsy moth Mitt Romney pretend not to be what they've spent the last decade pretending to be. The savior conservatives want is Newt Gingrich—but even with their movement tied to the railroad tracks, the right's Dudley Do-Right waits to ride to the rescue.

Ralph Reed may be content to settle for cheap knockoffs, but real conservatives deserve the real thing. The answer, as always, is in their past.

Most conservatives agree that the key moment in the history of their movement was Barry Goldwater's landslide loss in 1964. In defeat, conservatives found the courage to be ultra: "Extremism in defense of liberty is no vice. Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue."

Those were the days. The years since have brought conservatives one disappointment after another. In 1964, conservatives were finally comfortable in the minority. Then Democrats ruined everything by losing one presidential landslide after another themselves. The far right was stuck with a string of Republican presidents who governed often but not well.

In 2008, the conservative movement should go back to doing what it used to do best: losing. If governing turned out to be no virtue for the right, then defeat should be no vice. Instead of trying to decide which Republican can win the chance to disappoint them again as president, conservatives should remember 1964 and rally behind the candidate who can lose the biggest landslide.

The great conservative icon Joseph Schumpeter referred to this process as "creative destruction." In memory of Goldwater, the right can call it the Phoenix Project: In order to rise from the ashes, you must first throw yourself upon the flames.

If Bush could run again, a crushing landslide would be inevitable. The way the current administration is going, any Republican in the field might be able to lead the party to defeat in November 2008. But conservatives should know better by now than to entrust their fate to George W. Bush. If the future of their movement depends on an electoral blowout, conservatives must nominate a Republican they can count on to lose everywhere.

Wingers, behold! I have found the man to lead you back into the political wilderness. He's a fighter. He will not bend to those liberal demons of evidence or reason. He will say and do the outrageous, with a fervor and gusto the right hasn't seen in a decade or longer. Best of all, he will lose—quite possibly by the largest electoral margin in American history.

So, on behalf of the great state of Idaho and all four of its electoral votes, let me be the first to nominate for president a man who loves conservatism so much he would destroy the Republican Party to save it, my freshman congressman, Bill Sali.

Now, ultraconservatives are a suspicious lot and won't swoon for a guy just because he represents the nuttiest congressional district in America. But it's not just local pride that makes me confident Sali would soon sweep them off their feet. On the issues that matter, his ultraconservative credentials compare favorably to anyone else in the Republican field or on the sidelines:

Abortion: Giuliani is pro-choice, McCain is more interested in national security, and Romney is macrobiotic on the issue: He lives off whatever opinions are grown locally. Bill Sali has a perfect pro-life record and insists that abortion causes breast cancer—even saying as much to women who've had breast cancer.

Experience: Giuliani ran the biggest urban bureaucracy in America. McCain has been in Congress for a quarter-century. Romney signed a universal health-care bill in Massachusetts. Bill Sali has the kind of experience their money can't buy—namely, none whatsoever. He has been in Congress a month. He spent 16 years as a state legislator, which makes him twice as qualified as Abraham Lincoln – and since it was in the Idaho state legislature, there's no danger he'll take the GOP off on progressive tangents like Lincoln. Last time I checked, Sali's webpage on "Legislative Issues" was a conservative's dream come true—completely empty.

Strength: Giuliani backed down from a race against Hillary Clinton. McCain refused to slime George Bush's character in the South Carolina primary. Romney lost to Ted Kennedy. Bill Sali made his fellow Republicans in Idaho so mad that one trashed him to the papers and another tried to throw him out the window. When the Weekly Standard asked about his internecine feuds, Sali gave the right's favorite answer: He blamed the media.

Extremism: As soon as the primaries are over, Giuliani, McCain, and Romney will run to the middle. Bill Sali won his congressional primary with 26 percent—the most conservative quarter of one of the most conservative state parties in the country. But Sali stuck to his guns in the general and didn't lose them when he came to Washington. He's comfortable in his own skin—and, more important to the conservative movement, comfortable being all alone. Last week, he told a right-wing blogger, "I'm not responsible for the Republican brand. I'm responsible for me."

Sali's colleagues recognize his potential. They already elected him president of the House Republican freshman class. But it would be a shame to let Sali's florid conservatism wither on the vine in Congress. Already, the poor fellow has found himself apologizing for the administration—pointing out that "cost overruns during a time of war are as old as the Republic" and defending Bush's record on climate change, rather than asking whether climate change is worth the hype.

Republicans are so used to winning Idaho that they have forgotten Idaho's ability to help them lose everywhere else. If conservatives are so mad they want to throw the Republican Party out the window, Bill Sali could be just the ticket. ... 12:42 P.M. (link)

Saturday, Feb. 3, 2007
Profit of Doom: Punxsutawney Phil says we're in for a short winter but a long campaign. Although the nominations won't be decided until this time next year, candidates in both parties are already at full sprint. If a day is a lifetime in politics, then the campaign ahead is as long as all of human history since the last Ice Age—and will end just in time for the next one. (In the ultimate product tie-in, the gloomy new U.N. report on climate change came out the same week Fox announced it's going forward with Ice Age 3.) 

The reason a long campaign feels like an eternity is not that we tire of the candidates. The frontrunners are still, in Sen. Clinton's phrase, famous but little-known; the long shots are just little-known. This is the getting-to-know-you phase, and for the most part, a friendly, curious country enjoys getting to know them all. 

The real agony of the long windup is the endless, intense speculation about aspects of the campaign that don't much matter or aren't that interesting if they do. The next several months will be to politics what the last two weeks have been to football—flood-the-zone coverage of the game before the players even finish warming up. 

Of course, we devour every detail anyway, and talk it to death around the water cooler and in our blogs. But in our hearts, we know that victory will depend on the quarterback, not the long snapper. As the Washington Post says in its profile of Chicago Bears center Patrick Mannelly, "There is no glory in bending over ..." 

At this stage in the cycle, the three most closely watched measures of campaign progress are money, organization, and endorsements. The first two are important (you can't win without them) but overrated (you'll lose if you think they're enough). The last measure is unimportant and overrated. And let's face it—all three are pretty boring. The long snapper's job begins to sound interesting compared to its political counterpart, the numbing and thankless task of raising and spending $100 million. 

But at least in the end, money and organization matter. Endorsements only matter when they backfire. They should carry a disclaimer that says, "Warning: Endorsing can be hazardous to a campaign's health." 

Most endorsements make no difference whatsoever. Michael Jordan is one of the greatest pitchmen on the planet and has made a fabulous living on product endorsements. Yet in the 2000 campaign, his much-ballyhooed entrée into politics to endorse Bill Bradley didn't boost sales whatsoever. 

Some of the most highly sought endorsements have turned out to be political fiascoes. When I worked on Al Gore's 1988 campaign, his legendary political consultant David Garth considered it a coup to win Mayor Ed Koch's endorsement in the New York primary. But every time Koch opened his mouth, he'd say something Gore would have to disavow. The Gore campaign spent its final days scheduling events at take-out counters in Little Italy and elsewhere, on the apparent theory that Hizzoner would have more trouble sounding off if we kept stuffing his mouth full of cannoli. 

But one category of endorsements is interesting: those that campaigns pursue knowing full well they could be deadly. In 2002, Joe Klein wrote a classic Slate piece on "the Shrum Primary"—the scramble to see which campaign would end up with consultant Bob Shrum, whose track record in presidential elections to that point was 0 and 7 lifetime. John Kerry won the Shrum Primary that cycle, enabling its namesake to retire the record at 0-8. 

There will be no Shrum Primary in 2008. But this week brought signs of a new contest in self-immolation: the Ralph Primary. Ralph Reed has a shrewd political mind and a fierce competitive spirit. And pity whichever Republican candidate wins his support, for disaster looms. 

The consequences of the Shrum Primary were clearcut. Klein wrote, "If history is any guide, Shrum's choice will lose either a) the nomination or b) the general election." In the Ralph Primary, a much broader range of bad outcomes are possible. If history is any guide, Ralph's choice will either a) lose the general election (Dole), or b) win the general election on a platform that runs the country into the ground (Bush). 

But unlike Shrum, whose repertoire was limited to politics, Ralph's curse extends into all walks of American life. In the 2000 campaign, George Bush and Karl Rove won the Ralph Primary, then recommended him for a $10,000 to $20,000-a month consulting contract with Enron. Bush went on to lose the popular vote, while Enron promptly suffered the most spectacular bankruptcy in American history. 

Jack Abramoff won the lobbying heat of the Ralph Primary, after Ralph emailed him, "Now that I'm done with the electoral politics, I need to start humping in corporate accounts!" Four years later, Abramoff e-mailed his partner, Michael Scanlon, that Ralph was "a bad version of us! No more money for him." Ralph got rich, and now awaits his next victim; Abramoff and Scanlon got sentenced to jail. 

After Ralph couldn't win his own primary in Georgia last summer, you'd think his Abramoff ties alone would keep him off any campaign, even as a consultant. But according to the Politico and the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, his services are in demand, and two of the three Republican frontrunners are in the running. 

Ralph told the Politico's Jonathan Martin that he's "having conversations with just about every campaign"—except McCain, whom he helped smear in the South Carolina primary in 2000. Martin says "rumors have been circulating for weeks" that Ralph will sign on with Mitt Romney. A Romney campaign spokesman issued a nondenial, calling Ralph "one of the best minds in politics," but adding that "he doesn't have a formal role in our campaign organization." 

In response, Tom Baxter and Jim Galloway of the Journal-Constitution reminded readers that Ralph has a prior IOU to Rudy Giuliani, who stumped for him in Georgia. According to the Hotline, Ralph sang Giuliani's praises at a National Review dinner this past weekend. The Hotline's Chuck Todd and Marc Ambinder report, "That induced 'a number of odd looks and rolled eyes from many of the attendees,' according to our source." They don't say who was making those eyes roll more—Ralph or Giuliani. 

Whichever campaign wins the Ralph Primary, the mere fact that Romney and Giuliani need Ralph Reed should be enough to disqualify them from higher office. The sad part is, Ralph would fit well in either camp. Giuliani does business with sleazeballs and seems willing to do anything to make a buck. Ditto for Ralph. Social conservatives worry that Romney is a shameless political opportunist who'll say one thing and do another. With Ralph, that's the one thing conservatives can count on. 

Many of us look at Ralph Reed and see an ambitious, unprincipled buckraker. Romney and Giuliani look at Ralph Reed and see the very premise of their candidacies—the hope that an ambitious, unprincipled buckraker can con the religious right. 

Rudy and Mitt won't reverse the curse; they're doomed to repeat it. In the Ralph Primary, Ralph is the sole survivor. Like casinos, the only way to win is not to play. ... 12:12 A.M. (link)
Wednesday, Jan. 31, 2007
What It Takes: It's been a quiet week in Lake Wobegon. Only one Republican has announced a presidential campaign, and as far as we know, only one Democrat is planning to do so—while another Democrat just took himself out of the race. The field is so crowded, there's no room to get in. If you were hoping to run for president in 2008, you've probably looked at the glut of candidates and frontrunners, seen the writing on the wall, and decided to spend more time with your family.

Would-be wannabes, take heart! Now you can run for President and spend more time with your loved ones. Thanks to a new Web site called U4Prez.com, which makes its official launch on Thursday, your 2008 campaign is just a few clicks away.

In 2004, the Internet rewrote the rules of presidential campaigns by revolutionizing the way candidates could engage the electorate, communicate with voters, and raise money from ordinary people. In 2006, YouTube changed the rules again by holding candidates accountable for their own stupidity.

Yet for all the hoopla, the web developments of the last two cycles only underscored the biggest shortcoming of the existing system—the candidates. U4Prez.com is designed to take the Internet revolution to the next level, by cutting out the middlemen and letting you run for yourself.

Let's face it: Like Windows XP, the operating system of our representative democracy is hopelessly out of date. Under the current model, you invest your hopes, your time, and your treasure in someone you've never met. If they lose, you're disappointed; if they win, they almost always let you down.

The whole idea is so 18th century! A political system built on despair and disillusion may have seemed like a great leap forward back when life was nasty, brutish, and short. Yet today, under the yoke of that antiquated system, we can't even spell the pursuit of happiness, let alone make the most of it.

Now, at last, we can throw off our democratic oppressors. In a 21st-century democracy, every man's home can be his campaign headquarters, and anyone with a mouse can be commander-in-chief.

Running for president the old-fashioned way is demanding and dangerous work. On the campaign trail, candidates routinely get sick, lose their voice, or worse. George Wallace was shot; Bill Bradley had a heart murmur; a few weeks after the 2000 campaign, Dick Cheney had a heart attack. With such a crowded field, the risks this cycle are greater than ever. Residents in Iowa and New Hampshire will be able to name their price: A candidate might have to shovel a sidewalk five or six times for every vote.

Thanks to U4Prez.com, never again will frostbite, overexertion, and hand sanitizers stand in the way of a presidential bid. Launching your campaign couldn't be easier. You don't have to line up fund-raisers, placate interest groups, impress pundits, or sell your soul to consultants. To get started, you just need to pick a party, provide your age and other simple biographical information, and answer a few basics: "my favorite president"; "least favorite president"; "my number 1 issue"; "my direction for the country"; and "my soundbite." The site asks for a photo, but it can be of someone else. On the Internet, no one knows you're not Abraham Lincoln.

In a massive improvement over the real-world nominating process, every U4Prez candidate is required to answer the Roger Mudd question: "What I would do as President." Here again, the site is refreshing for its straight talk. Under the space for "your political philosophy," it says helpfully, "Feel free to cut and paste."

Once you've entered the race, visitors to the site view your profile and rate your candidacy against the rest of the pack. The top candidates in each party are listed. From time to time, the editors arrange runoffs—not unlike the virtual primaries that take place with real-life candidates on other Web sites. The "how to get votes" page is full of helpful real-world insights: "The best way is to be bold! Take positions and explain your case. We're much more likely to feature candidates who provide detail and take risks."

How does U4Prez's virtual presidential field stack up against the bricks-and-mortar version? Obviously it's too early to predict a winner, especially since (like the real-world campaign), the horse race seems designed to last forever. Nonetheless, a few trends are already clear:

1. So far, despite the blogosphere's liberal reputation, more Republicans than Democrats seem to want to choose their president the U4Prez way. The last time I checked, Democrats had no candidates rated above 5 (on a scale of 1-10); Republicans had eight candidates ranked that high. One top Republican was Court4Prez, who opposes the minimum wage, bashes illegal immigration, and says of Iraq, "if you wont stand behind our troops, than you can stand in front of them!" Conservatives might well rate their online Republican choices higher than their real-life ones. Indeed, Court4Prez would be a perfect choice to fill the Republican Party's current vacuum of diehard conservative candidates, except for one thing: She's only 18.

2. The rest of the political world may be hopelessly polarized, but in this online enclave, the post-partisan era has arrived. One Democratic candidate, GrantMan, claims Ronald Reagan as his favorite president and briefly climbed as high as fourth place while running under the Gipper's photo. Geographically, Democratic front-runner BUCKEYEKID might be well positioned for the general election, but he'd have a tough time winning any real-world Democratic primaries as a pro-lifer whose top issue is "smaller government."

3. Many real-world candidates don't seem to fare any better on U4Prez than U4Prez candidates would likely fare in the real world. (Exception: Late Tuesday, a Mitt Romney clone—if that is not a redundancy—took over as the highest-rated candidate, but few voters had weighed in yet. He could not name a favorite or worst president, listed only his résumé under "what I would do as president," and lied about his age, claiming to be 37.)

John Edwards may be the front-runner in Iowa polls, but in Tuesday's face-off, his proxy was losing by 2-1 to a Republican couch potato named erock. Like many candidates on U4Prez, erock offers a detailed and iconoclastic platform: more troops in Afghanistan rather than Iraq, higher taxes on tobacco and on the very rich, a Social Security lockbox, teacher testing, an end to the Cuban embargo, and a fence between the United States and Mexico. He refers to our Mexican "boarder," which could give Mickey Kaus a whole new line of attack.

I hated Time's "You" cover, which even magazine insiders thought proved that the only thing worse than Person of the Year is Second Person of the Year. But U4Prez.com might be onto something. If the site becomes the MySpace of presidential campaigns, real-life candidates could use it as a testing ground for more daring platforms.

The site could also help pare down the clutter of the real field. Vanity candidates like Duncan Hunter could spare themselves the embarrassment of a last-place finish in Iowa by running online instead. With luck, the right photo, and a hard-fought campaign, who knows? Hunter might even give Court4Prez a run for her money. ... 12:51 A.M. (link)

Thursday, Jan. 25, 2007
No-Whip: Tuesday's lame-duck State of the Union may not have done much for Bush's domestic agenda, but it was a boon for mine. My daughter is studying American government this year, so a few hours before the president's speech, I spoke to a gymnasium full of eighth graders about how State of the Union addresses work. We discussed the various SOTU rituals, from the sound of one party clapping to the mystery guests in the first lady's box. As an incentive to watch the speech, I promised to buy every student a Frappuccino if the president didn't name some American hero, like the subway Samaritan from New York.

At the time, that seemed like a safe bet, even in front of 63 Frappuccino-loving teenagers who weren't about to let me off the hook. But 40 minutes into Bush's speech, as he droned on about special advisory councils, I began to worry. Any president with so little interest in attracting support from the country or even his own party might dispense with other quaint democratic traditions, like showing a decent respect to the opinions of mankind or showcasing heroes in the State of the Union.

Luckily, with time running out on his speech and his administration, Bush forgot that he's no Ronald Reagan and decided to embrace symbolic gestures with gusto. Suddenly, a Carteresque speech asking America to give bad news a chance began to sound like the spring lineup from Disney Pictures. Dikembe Mutombo, who rose from humble beginnings to stand 2 feet taller than the first lady of the United States. Julie Aigner-Clark, who made a fortune selling her toy company (to Disney!) and now makes videos warning kids about strangers—the perfect background to become Bush's next Homeland Security czar.

But Bush saved the best heroes for last. Sgt. Tommy Rieman, who earned a Silver Star in Iraq, and whose wounds sounded so extensive, it seemed a miracle that he could stand up. And of course, Wesley Autrey, the subway hero, who jumped onto the tracks to save a man from an oncoming train.

I don't know how the State of the Union fared with focus groups. But on my Frappu-meter, the last part of the speech was off the charts. Four heartwarming heroes in four minutes was more than enough to spare me from buying 63 $4 drinks. And by naming the subway Samaritan, Bush made me look a little like one of the eighth graders' favorite TV characters—the fake psychic on USA's* Psych.

Still, even someone with my psychic powers had to be surprised by the surge of heroes at the end of Bush's speech. According to a remarkable new interactive graphic from the New York Times, Bush hadn't used the word "hero" in a State of the Union since January 2002. On Tuesday, he called out the whole Fantastic Four.

Why the sudden outburst of heartwarming stories? Two reasons: First, after such a deflating speech, the president and his writers were desperate to end on a high note—or at least, higher than his 28 percent approval. The last time we saw such a parade of heroes in a State of the Union was 1995, when Clinton may have set the modern record with a closing flourish that singled out six. That year, we too were reeling from the loss of Congress and wanted to change a sour public mood. It's possible that Bush's speechwriters got the idea for multiple heroes from searching Clinton's 1995 speech for comeback clues.

More likely, the hero glut is just another symptom of a White House that has run out of good options and can't decide between them. A White House that is on its game makes choices; a struggling one runs in every direction at once, in hopes of finding something that will work. That may explain why Bush's entire speech resembled Noah's Ark, not just because it didn't try to stop rising sea levels, but because it offered two of everything—for every new applause line about finding common ground, an old standby to placate the conservative base.

You don't have to be a psychic to know the Bush White House is in desperate need of last-minute heroics. Yet while Wesley Autrey is every bit the "brave and humble man" Bush said, the subway Samaritan arrived too late: The train already flattened this president back in November. ... 12:41 P.M. (link)

Correction, Jan. 25: This blog entry incorrectly stated that the television show Psych airs on Fox. It airs on the USA network. Return to the corrected sentence.

Tuesday, Jan. 23, 2007
No Huddle: On Saturday, the clock on Bush's presidency wound down to the two-year mark—but by then, both parties had already gone into their hurry-up offense. Three candidacies were announced in a single weekend, breaking the previous two-day record set by Mario Cuomo's 1991 campaign-in-waiting. If Republicans and Democrats maintain their current January pace (12 entries in 22 days), each party will have more than 100 presidential candidates by the Iowa caucuses.

For once, the American people are in an even bigger rush than the candidates. In the latest ABC-Washington Post poll, Bush's disapproval rating matched his personal best of 65 percent. CBS has his job approval down to 28 percent. That ought to be a weather advisory for tonight's State of the Union: When the political thermometer drops below freezing, the president can't stand still and expect to survive.

But precisely because Bush can't figure out how to wind down his long war abroad, the presidential candidates are rushing into a long war here at home. In past cycles, the press and the public alike have bemoaned campaigns that began a whole year before the first votes were cast. This time, the long campaign couldn't start soon enough.

For the country, a long, drawn-out campaign could turn out to be a good thing. With so much time to fill, candidates in both parties might actually be forced to turn their attention to putting new ideas on the table.

For those in and around the campaigns, however, a long war is a decidedly mixed blessing. Candidates will have to sustain a blistering pace for the next 51 weeks, and if they're successful, longer still. Because most of the candidates work in the Senate, even when they break from campaigning, they will get precious little break from one another.

Has-beens like me live for campaign season but dread long, drawn-out primaries. As any veteran political reporter or campaign junkie will tell you, presidential campaigns are the most dangerous addiction that doesn't violate the laws of this country. They're a habit that is impossible to resist, harder to quit, and if continued past your twenties, almost certain to kill you. Or worse: You might already be dead and not yet have noticed.

Back in 1972, The Candidate showed us a campaign that ended in victory but left its volunteers jaded and cynical. Presidential primary campaigns are often just the opposite—inspiring, idealistic, and ending in defeat.

That's what makes the lure of presidential primaries so dangerous. No matter how many races send us to rehab, most presidential campaign veterans never lose the idealism that led to our addiction in the first place. Even more than rookies, old hands still feel the magic of a presidential campaign, the one moment every four years with unlimited possibility to re-imagine America's future. To anyone who has ever worked on a presidential campaign, the snows of New Hampshire are as much a sign of eternal spring as the smell of fresh-cut grass at Fenway.

The curse of a long campaign is that it prolongs the temptation, even as it ups the dosage. Long campaigns favor the qualities that are the first to go—youth, stamina, and most important, the ability to convince loved ones that the campaign won't really be very long at all.

For the last five presidential cycles, I have been haunted by a story I heard my first time out in 1988, from a legendary policy wonk named Bill Galston. Bill was an ex-Marine, a political science professor, and then as now one of the finest minds in the business. About this time in the 1984 cycle, he had given up his dream job—a tenured position at the University of Texas—to begin a two-year stint as Walter Mondale's policy director, a job so draining its only redeeming quality was that it lacked tenure. The way Bill told the story, he woke up one morning on the Mondale campaign, looked in the mirror, and realized that his entire head of hair had suddenly turned white. Yet there he was, back in the fray the next cycle and the cycle after that, with yet another tenured university post to keep from losing and no gray hairs left to give.

George Bush's hair hasn't turned white; he has made the rest of us do a lot of the graying for him. But tonight's State of the Union could well be Bush's rite of passage from president to has-been. Perhaps it's fitting that Bush plans to call on the country to use less fuel, because the gauge on his White House reads empty. Nothing he says will stop or slow the long war to take his place. ... 5:35 P.M. (link)



the has-been
The Ralph Primary
Which Republican will Ralph Reed curse this time?
By Bruce Reed
Saturday, February 3, 2007, at 12:15 AM ET 
Saturday, Feb. 3, 2007 

Profit of Doom: Punxsutawney Phil says we're in for a short winter but a long campaign. Although the nominations won't be decided until this time next year, candidates in both parties are already at full sprint. If a day is a lifetime in politics, then the campaign ahead is as long as all of human history since the last Ice Age—and will end just in time for the next one. (In the ultimate product tie-in, the gloomy new U.N. report on climate change came out the same week Fox announced it's going forward with Ice Age 3.) 

The reason a long campaign feels like an eternity is not that we tire of the candidates. The frontrunners are still, in Sen. Clinton's phrase, famous but little-known; the long shots are just little-known. This is the getting-to-know-you phase, and for the most part, a friendly, curious country enjoys getting to know them all. 

The real agony of the long windup is the endless, intense speculation about aspects of the campaign that don't much matter or aren't that interesting if they do. The next several months will be to politics what the last two weeks have been to football—flood-the-zone coverage of the game before the players even finish warming up. 

Of course, we devour every detail anyway, and talk it to death around the water cooler and in our blogs. But in our hearts, we know that victory will depend on the quarterback, not the long snapper. As the Washington Post says in its profile of Chicago Bears center Patrick Mannelly, "There is no glory in bending over ..." 

At this stage in the cycle, the three most closely watched measures of campaign progress are money, organization, and endorsements. The first two are important (you can't win without them) but overrated (you'll lose if you think they're enough). The last measure is unimportant and overrated. And let's face it—all three are pretty boring. The long snapper's job begins to sound interesting compared to its political counterpart, the numbing and thankless task of raising and spending $100 million. 

But at least in the end, money and organization matter. Endorsements only matter when they backfire. They should carry a disclaimer that says, "Warning: Endorsing can be hazardous to a campaign's health." 

Most endorsements make no difference whatsoever. Michael Jordan is one of the greatest pitchmen on the planet and has made a fabulous living on product endorsements. Yet in the 2000 campaign, his much-ballyhooed entrée into politics to endorse Bill Bradley didn't boost sales whatsoever. 

Some of the most highly sought endorsements have turned out to be political fiascoes. When I worked on Al Gore's 1988 campaign, his legendary political consultant David Garth considered it a coup to win Mayor Ed Koch's endorsement in the New York primary. But every time Koch opened his mouth, he'd say something Gore would have to disavow. The Gore campaign spent its final days scheduling events at take-out counters in Little Italy and elsewhere, on the apparent theory that Hizzoner would have more trouble sounding off if we kept stuffing his mouth full of cannoli. 

But one category of endorsements is interesting: those that campaigns pursue knowing full well they could be deadly. In 2002, Joe Klein wrote a classic Slate piece on "the Shrum Primary"—the scramble to see which campaign would end up with consultant Bob Shrum, whose track record in presidential elections to that point was 0 and 7 lifetime. John Kerry won the Shrum Primary that cycle, enabling its namesake to retire the record at 0-8. 

There will be no Shrum Primary in 2008. But this week brought signs of a new contest in self-immolation: the Ralph Primary. Ralph Reed has a shrewd political mind and a fierce competitive spirit. And pity whichever Republican candidate wins his support, for disaster looms. 

The consequences of the Shrum Primary were clearcut. Klein wrote, "If history is any guide, Shrum's choice will lose either a) the nomination or b) the general election." In the Ralph Primary, a much broader range of bad outcomes are possible. If history is any guide, Ralph's choice will either a) lose the general election (Dole), or b) win the general election on a platform that runs the country into the ground (Bush). 

But unlike Shrum, whose repertoire was limited to politics, Ralph's curse extends into all walks of American life. In the 2000 campaign, George Bush and Karl Rove won the Ralph Primary, then recommended him for a $10,000 to $20,000-a month consulting contract with Enron. Bush went on to lose the popular vote, while Enron promptly suffered the most spectacular bankruptcy in American history. 

Jack Abramoff won the lobbying heat of the Ralph Primary, after Ralph emailed him, "Now that I'm done with the electoral politics, I need to start humping in corporate accounts!" Four years later, Abramoff e-mailed his partner, Michael Scanlon, that Ralph was "a bad version of us! No more money for him." Ralph got rich, and now awaits his next victim; Abramoff and Scanlon got sentenced to jail. 

After Ralph couldn't win his own primary in Georgia last summer, you'd think his Abramoff ties alone would keep him off any campaign, even as a consultant. But according to the Politico and the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, his services are in demand, and two of the three Republican frontrunners are in the running. 

Ralph told the Politico's Jonathan Martin that he's "having conversations with just about every campaign"—except McCain, whom he helped smear in the South Carolina primary in 2000. Martin says "rumors have been circulating for weeks" that Ralph will sign on with Mitt Romney. A Romney campaign spokesman issued a nondenial, calling Ralph "one of the best minds in politics," but adding that "he doesn't have a formal role in our campaign organization." 

In response, Tom Baxter and Jim Galloway of the Journal-Constitution reminded readers that Ralph has a prior IOU to Rudy Giuliani, who stumped for him in Georgia. According to the Hotline, Ralph sang Giuliani's praises at a National Review dinner this past weekend. The Hotline's Chuck Todd and Marc Ambinder report, "That induced 'a number of odd looks and rolled eyes from many of the attendees,' according to our source." They don't say who was making those eyes roll more—Ralph or Giuliani. 

Whichever campaign wins the Ralph Primary, the mere fact that Romney and Giuliani need Ralph Reed should be enough to disqualify them from higher office. The sad part is, Ralph would fit well in either camp. Giuliani does business with sleazeballs and seems willing to do anything to make a buck. Ditto for Ralph. Social conservatives worry that Romney is a shameless political opportunist who'll say one thing and do another. With Ralph, that's the one thing conservatives can count on. 

Many of us look at Ralph Reed and see an ambitious, unprincipled buckraker. Romney and Giuliani look at Ralph Reed and see the very premise of their candidacies—the hope that an ambitious, unprincipled buckraker can con the religious right. 

Rudy and Mitt won't reverse the curse; they're doomed to repeat it. In the Ralph Primary, Ralph is the sole survivor. Like casinos, the only way to win is not to play. ... 12:12 A.M. (link)
Wednesday, Jan. 31, 2007
What It Takes: It's been a quiet week in Lake Wobegon. Only one Republican has announced a presidential campaign, and as far as we know, only one Democrat is planning to do so—while another Democrat just took himself out of the race. The field is so crowded, there's no room to get in. If you were hoping to run for president in 2008, you've probably looked at the glut of candidates and frontrunners, seen the writing on the wall, and decided to spend more time with your family.

Would-be wannabes, take heart! Now you can run for President and spend more time with your loved ones. Thanks to a new Web site called U4Prez.com, which makes its official launch on Thursday, your 2008 campaign is just a few clicks away.

In 2004, the Internet rewrote the rules of presidential campaigns by revolutionizing the way candidates could engage the electorate, communicate with voters, and raise money from ordinary people. In 2006, YouTube changed the rules again by holding candidates accountable for their own stupidity.

Yet for all the hoopla, the web developments of the last two cycles only underscored the biggest shortcoming of the existing system—the candidates. U4Prez.com is designed to take the Internet revolution to the next level, by cutting out the middlemen and letting you run for yourself.

Let's face it: Like Windows XP, the operating system of our representative democracy is hopelessly out of date. Under the current model, you invest your hopes, your time, and your treasure in someone you've never met. If they lose, you're disappointed; if they win, they almost always let you down.

The whole idea is so 18th century! A political system built on despair and disillusion may have seemed like a great leap forward back when life was nasty, brutish, and short. Yet today, under the yoke of that antiquated system, we can't even spell the pursuit of happiness, let alone make the most of it.

Now, at last, we can throw off our democratic oppressors. In a 21st-century democracy, every man's home can be his campaign headquarters, and anyone with a mouse can be commander-in-chief.

Running for president the old-fashioned way is demanding and dangerous work. On the campaign trail, candidates routinely get sick, lose their voice, or worse. George Wallace was shot; Bill Bradley had a heart murmur; a few weeks after the 2000 campaign, Dick Cheney had a heart attack. With such a crowded field, the risks this cycle are greater than ever. Residents in Iowa and New Hampshire will be able to name their price: A candidate might have to shovel a sidewalk five or six times for every vote.

Thanks to U4Prez.com, never again will frostbite, overexertion, and hand sanitizers stand in the way of a presidential bid. Launching your campaign couldn't be easier. You don't have to line up fund-raisers, placate interest groups, impress pundits, or sell your soul to consultants. To get started, you just need to pick a party, provide your age and other simple biographical information, and answer a few basics: "my favorite president"; "least favorite president"; "my number 1 issue"; "my direction for the country"; and "my soundbite." The site asks for a photo, but it can be of someone else. On the Internet, no one knows you're not Abraham Lincoln.

In a massive improvement over the real-world nominating process, every U4Prez candidate is required to answer the Roger Mudd question: "What I would do as President." Here again, the site is refreshing for its straight talk. Under the space for "your political philosophy," it says helpfully, "Feel free to cut and paste."

Once you've entered the race, visitors to the site view your profile and rate your candidacy against the rest of the pack. The top candidates in each party are listed. From time to time, the editors arrange runoffs—not unlike the virtual primaries that take place with real-life candidates on other Web sites. The "how to get votes" page is full of helpful real-world insights: "The best way is to be bold! Take positions and explain your case. We're much more likely to feature candidates who provide detail and take risks."

How does U4Prez's virtual presidential field stack up against the bricks-and-mortar version? Obviously it's too early to predict a winner, especially since (like the real-world campaign), the horse race seems designed to last forever. Nonetheless, a few trends are already clear:

1. So far, despite the blogosphere's liberal reputation, more Republicans than Democrats seem to want to choose their president the U4Prez way. The last time I checked, Democrats had no candidates rated above 5 (on a scale of 1-10); Republicans had eight candidates ranked that high. One top Republican was Court4Prez, who opposes the minimum wage, bashes illegal immigration, and says of Iraq, "if you wont stand behind our troops, than you can stand in front of them!" Conservatives might well rate their online Republican choices higher than their real-life ones. Indeed, Court4Prez would be a perfect choice to fill the Republican Party's current vacuum of diehard conservative candidates, except for one thing: She's only 18.

2. The rest of the political world may be hopelessly polarized, but in this online enclave, the post-partisan era has arrived. One Democratic candidate, GrantMan, claims Ronald Reagan as his favorite president and briefly climbed as high as fourth place while running under the Gipper's photo. Geographically, Democratic front-runner BUCKEYEKID might be well positioned for the general election, but he'd have a tough time winning any real-world Democratic primaries as a pro-lifer whose top issue is "smaller government."

3. Many real-world candidates don't seem to fare any better on U4Prez than U4Prez candidates would likely fare in the real world. (Exception: Late Tuesday, a Mitt Romney clone—if that is not a redundancy—took over as the highest-rated candidate, but few voters had weighed in yet. He could not name a favorite or worst president, listed only his résumé under "what I would do as president," and lied about his age, claiming to be 37.)

John Edwards may be the front-runner in Iowa polls, but in Tuesday's face-off, his proxy was losing by 2-1 to a Republican couch potato named erock. Like many candidates on U4Prez, erock offers a detailed and iconoclastic platform: more troops in Afghanistan rather than Iraq, higher taxes on tobacco and on the very rich, a Social Security lockbox, teacher testing, an end to the Cuban embargo, and a fence between the United States and Mexico. He refers to our Mexican "boarder," which could give Mickey Kaus a whole new line of attack.

I hated Time's "You" cover, which even magazine insiders thought proved that the only thing worse than Person of the Year is Second Person of the Year. But U4Prez.com might be onto something. If the site becomes the MySpace of presidential campaigns, real-life candidates could use it as a testing ground for more daring platforms.

The site could also help pare down the clutter of the real field. Vanity candidates like Duncan Hunter could spare themselves the embarrassment of a last-place finish in Iowa by running online instead. With luck, the right photo, and a hard-fought campaign, who knows? Hunter might even give Court4Prez a run for her money. ... 12:51 A.M. (link)

Thursday, Jan. 25, 2007
No-Whip: Tuesday's lame-duck State of the Union may not have done much for Bush's domestic agenda, but it was a boon for mine. My daughter is studying American government this year, so a few hours before the president's speech, I spoke to a gymnasium full of eighth graders about how State of the Union addresses work. We discussed the various SOTU rituals, from the sound of one party clapping to the mystery guests in the first lady's box. As an incentive to watch the speech, I promised to buy every student a Frappuccino if the president didn't name some American hero, like the subway Samaritan from New York.

At the time, that seemed like a safe bet, even in front of 63 Frappuccino-loving teenagers who weren't about to let me off the hook. But 40 minutes into Bush's speech, as he droned on about special advisory councils, I began to worry. Any president with so little interest in attracting support from the country or even his own party might dispense with other quaint democratic traditions, like showing a decent respect to the opinions of mankind or showcasing heroes in the State of the Union.

Luckily, with time running out on his speech and his administration, Bush forgot that he's no Ronald Reagan and decided to embrace symbolic gestures with gusto. Suddenly, a Carteresque speech asking America to give bad news a chance began to sound like the spring lineup from Disney Pictures. Dikembe Mutombo, who rose from humble beginnings to stand 2 feet taller than the first lady of the United States. Julie Aigner-Clark, who made a fortune selling her toy company (to Disney!) and now makes videos warning kids about strangers—the perfect background to become Bush's next Homeland Security czar.

But Bush saved the best heroes for last. Sgt. Tommy Rieman, who earned a Silver Star in Iraq, and whose wounds sounded so extensive, it seemed a miracle that he could stand up. And of course, Wesley Autrey, the subway hero, who jumped onto the tracks to save a man from an oncoming train.

I don't know how the State of the Union fared with focus groups. But on my Frappu-meter, the last part of the speech was off the charts. Four heartwarming heroes in four minutes was more than enough to spare me from buying 63 $4 drinks. And by naming the subway Samaritan, Bush made me look a little like one of the eighth graders' favorite TV characters—the fake psychic on USA's* Psych.

Still, even someone with my psychic powers had to be surprised by the surge of heroes at the end of Bush's speech. According to a remarkable new interactive graphic from the New York Times, Bush hadn't used the word "hero" in a State of the Union since January 2002. On Tuesday, he called out the whole Fantastic Four.

Why the sudden outburst of heartwarming stories? Two reasons: First, after such a deflating speech, the president and his writers were desperate to end on a high note—or at least, higher than his 28 percent approval. The last time we saw such a parade of heroes in a State of the Union was 1995, when Clinton may have set the modern record with a closing flourish that singled out six. That year, we too were reeling from the loss of Congress and wanted to change a sour public mood. It's possible that Bush's speechwriters got the idea for multiple heroes from searching Clinton's 1995 speech for comeback clues.

More likely, the hero glut is just another symptom of a White House that has run out of good options and can't decide between them. A White House that is on its game makes choices; a struggling one runs in every direction at once, in hopes of finding something that will work. That may explain why Bush's entire speech resembled Noah's Ark, not just because it didn't try to stop rising sea levels, but because it offered two of everything—for every new applause line about finding common ground, an old standby to placate the conservative base.

You don't have to be a psychic to know the Bush White House is in desperate need of last-minute heroics. Yet while Wesley Autrey is every bit the "brave and humble man" Bush said, the subway Samaritan arrived too late: The train already flattened this president back in November. ... 12:41 P.M. (link)

Correction, Jan. 25: This blog entry incorrectly stated that the television show Psych airs on Fox. It airs on the USA network. Return to the corrected sentence.

Tuesday, Jan. 23, 2007
No Huddle: On Saturday, the clock on Bush's presidency wound down to the two-year mark—but by then, both parties had already gone into their hurry-up offense. Three candidacies were announced in a single weekend, breaking the previous two-day record set by Mario Cuomo's 1991 campaign-in-waiting. If Republicans and Democrats maintain their current January pace (12 entries in 22 days), each party will have more than 100 presidential candidates by the Iowa caucuses.

For once, the American people are in an even bigger rush than the candidates. In the latest ABC-Washington Post poll, Bush's disapproval rating matched his personal best of 65 percent. CBS has his job approval down to 28 percent. That ought to be a weather advisory for tonight's State of the Union: When the political thermometer drops below freezing, the president can't stand still and expect to survive.

But precisely because Bush can't figure out how to wind down his long war abroad, the presidential candidates are rushing into a long war here at home. In past cycles, the press and the public alike have bemoaned campaigns that began a whole year before the first votes were cast. This time, the long campaign couldn't start soon enough.

For the country, a long, drawn-out campaign could turn out to be a good thing. With so much time to fill, candidates in both parties might actually be forced to turn their attention to putting new ideas on the table.

For those in and around the campaigns, however, a long war is a decidedly mixed blessing. Candidates will have to sustain a blistering pace for the next 51 weeks, and if they're successful, longer still. Because most of the candidates work in the Senate, even when they break from campaigning, they will get precious little break from one another.

Has-beens like me live for campaign season but dread long, drawn-out primaries. As any veteran political reporter or campaign junkie will tell you, presidential campaigns are the most dangerous addiction that doesn't violate the laws of this country. They're a habit that is impossible to resist, harder to quit, and if continued past your twenties, almost certain to kill you. Or worse: You might already be dead and not yet have noticed.

Back in 1972, The Candidate showed us a campaign that ended in victory but left its volunteers jaded and cynical. Presidential primary campaigns are often just the opposite—inspiring, idealistic, and ending in defeat.

That's what makes the lure of presidential primaries so dangerous. No matter how many races send us to rehab, most presidential campaign veterans never lose the idealism that led to our addiction in the first place. Even more than rookies, old hands still feel the magic of a presidential campaign, the one moment every four years with unlimited possibility to re-imagine America's future. To anyone who has ever worked on a presidential campaign, the snows of New Hampshire are as much a sign of eternal spring as the smell of fresh-cut grass at Fenway.

The curse of a long campaign is that it prolongs the temptation, even as it ups the dosage. Long campaigns favor the qualities that are the first to go—youth, stamina, and most important, the ability to convince loved ones that the campaign won't really be very long at all.

For the last five presidential cycles, I have been haunted by a story I heard my first time out in 1988, from a legendary policy wonk named Bill Galston. Bill was an ex-Marine, a political science professor, and then as now one of the finest minds in the business. About this time in the 1984 cycle, he had given up his dream job—a tenured position at the University of Texas—to begin a two-year stint as Walter Mondale's policy director, a job so draining its only redeeming quality was that it lacked tenure. The way Bill told the story, he woke up one morning on the Mondale campaign, looked in the mirror, and realized that his entire head of hair had suddenly turned white. Yet there he was, back in the fray the next cycle and the cycle after that, with yet another tenured university post to keep from losing and no gray hairs left to give.

George Bush's hair hasn't turned white; he has made the rest of us do a lot of the graying for him. But tonight's State of the Union could well be Bush's rite of passage from president to has-been. Perhaps it's fitting that Bush plans to call on the country to use less fuel, because the gauge on his White House reads empty. Nothing he says will stop or slow the long war to take his place. ... 5:35 P.M. (link)



the highbrow
The Queen and I
Questions for Stephen Frears.
By Meghan O'Rourke
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 2:44 PM ET 

In January, The Queen received multiple Oscar nominations, including one for Stephen Frears for best director. It chronicles the week after the death of Lady Diana Spencer. During that time, emotional crowds flocked to Buckingham Palace to mourn her death while the royal family—away in Balmoral—remained peculiarly silent, until, at the request of Prime Minister Tony Blair, who was more in tune with the mood of the people, the queen, Elizabeth II, gave a televised speech, expressing the royal family's sense of loss. The Queen deals explicitly with the struggle between traditionalism and populist reform in Britain and brilliantly captures how out of touch the monarchy is with its swiftly modernizing populace. But the film also seems to be sympathetic to the queen's notions of duty found in staunchness. Is there a bit of tacit regret that we live in a culture in thrall to the cult of personality—one that demands its leaders to emote on cue? Did it feel peculiar to be making a film about a hugely popular Tony Blair at a moment when his support for the Iraq war had made him deeply unpopular? Slate posed these questions, and more, to director Stephen Frears, who spoke to us by phone.
Slate: What made you want to make the movie in the first place?

Stephen Frears: We made an earlier film about Blair, and it was very successful. And then the producer came and said, Would you be interested in another film, one about these events, and with Helen playing the queen, and I said yes. I met with Helen, and Peter Morgan wrote the script. No one had ever made a film about the queen before and I liked that cheekiness.

Slate: When was the idea first broached?

Frears: About three years ago—it was after the Iraq war, if that's what the question implies.

Slate: There has been a lot of debate about how to read the film here in America. If you had to describe The Queen as pro- or anti-monarchy, or somewhere between the two, how would you describe it?

Frears: I don't think the film has anything to do with conventional questions about monarchy. 

Slate: You don't think The Queen has anything to do with monarchy?

Frears: No.

Slate: OK. Let's say this then—much of the film explores the contrasts between old styles of reticence and the new emotionalism of therapeutic cultures—

Frears: Yes. It's about tradition and change.

Slate: At the opening of the film, an artist doing a portrait of the queen tells her he didn't vote for Blair, the modernizer, because "we are in danger of losing too much that is good about this country." How sympathetic are you to that idea?

Frears: Blair came to power as the great modernizer. I'm just reading Stefan Zweig's autobiography. He makes it very clear that change is both good and bad. You can't just say that change is good. It is good and bad. You could say that the film is critical of the institution—but not particularly of the queen. It was only once I started coming to America that I realized I wasn't a citizen, I was a subject. And I began to think about the implications of that. 

Slate: In the film, the queen seems to truly believe that she rules by divine right, but to most American viewers, at least, it would appear that the queen is "The Queen" because the people think she is.

Frears: That's what all the monarchs think—well, since I've never met the woman, I can't really say that. But that was what we learned in history: that they rule by divine right. I was always told that the queen takes her coronation oath very, very seriously. Her life has been one of tremendous dedication and service. And, of course, she is head of the church. 

Slate: Do you think, then, that some of the power of the monarchy derives from its privacy and secrecy, and that as it modernizes—as the people are demanding that it do—it will actually lose some of that power?

Frears: Of course. That's what Walter Bagehot said: Once you lift the veil, there will be trouble. The queen's children have lifted the veil, not because they are wicked but because they're modern people. The veil got lifted, and the queen got stranded on the beach, despite her best efforts. She's never given an interview, you know, though there have been documentaries made about her. In any case, the veil has been lifted—with not altogether good results.

Slate: At one point, she invokes her notion of duty, saying that she thought that what the people wanted from her was restraint. But she is invoking staunchness, it would seem, as a way of hiding that she doesn't really feel grief for Diana. Are we supposed to think that she is deluding herself?

Frears: Well, what she really means is this: It used to be that you would say of the queen, and indeed of Blair at the start of his prime ministership, that she somehow understood the people. She would think, Whatever I've done, I have, many more times than not, judged the mood of the people right—and people generally liked the qualities she embodies, the qualities of dignity and honor. Here they don't; they want something else. Her way of going about things, which generally is the right way of going about things, ain't working.

Slate: Let's talk about Diana. The film represents her mostly through actual documentary footage of her culled from TV; was there any question about whether it should be in the film or not?

Frears: The documentary footage in the film grew, if anything, in the cutting room, because Diana was so vivacious. It is, if you think about it, peculiar, to have a contest in a film between one woman who is an actress and one woman who is herself, and also dead.

Slate: What did you make of the public reaction to Diana's death as it was taking place? 

Frears: I was in New Mexico, making a Western, so I failed to spot the nuances that were going on. It clearly took everyone by surprise. Princess Margaret, when she saw the people outside, thought they were all Americans. 

Slate: In the film, after Diana's death, Blair goes on TV to read an emotional speech about Diana as the "people's princess"—a speech the film shows us being carefully crafted the night before. What should the viewer make of the relationship between his emoting on cue and the queen's taking refuge in stoicism?

Frears: One of the charges against Blair is his control of the media; it was one of the things that the palace held against him. This control is where he rules from; if you can do these things, you can do what you want. That was the lesson Blair took from Clinton's presidency. So there was nothing wicked about his speech; Blair did what was expected of him. The person who behaved peculiarly, in this instance, was the queen, in not speaking.

Slate: There has been some debate in America over how to read Blair's role. Some on the left have read the film as a critique of Blair for abandoning his Labour ideals to get cozy with the elite who wouldn't have accepted him before. Others see in it a foreshadowing of his partnership with Bush. Do you agree with that reading?

Frears: It is one of the things within the film. Blair went from being close to Clinton to being close to Bush, a move you would have thought was politically illogical. Blair clearly fell for rich people; whether that would have included the queen I wouldn't know. But he certainly fell for the rich; he was the man who went to Murdoch, after all. And in going from Clinton to Bush, that was in the end what caused all the trouble he is in today. 

Slate: Overall, though, the view of Blair in The Queen seems very positive—and oddly out of sync with how the British left views Blair today. Would you agree? 

Frears: As a filmmaker, it was complicated: We were making a film about a figure who has become incredibly unpopular, but we were choosing to present a moment when he was incredibly popular. You have to grin and bear it.

Slate: The film stays entirely within the time during which it takes place. But at one point the queen says to Blair, Someday this will happen to you. Was that in the film from the start, or was it added to the film later? 

Frears: It was always there. An odd moment of prescience.

Slate: Was it tempting to add more foreshadowing of the present, and the way that Blair would misjudge the mood of the people?

Frears: It was very tempting to add a line at the end along the lines of, "Maybe now I'll go invade Iraq." But it wasn't very realistic—I doubt if he said it. 

Slate: How did you and Peter Morgan conceptualize your portrayal of Prince Charles? I noted that he is the only one who is allowed to grieve privately, in the hospital chapel in France; the camera doesn't follow him into the room.

Frears: Yes. I'm told—this is only gossip—that he really broke down there. If I'd been him, I would have felt indescribable guilt, grief for my children. You'd think you were in a real mess; I wouldn't wish that on anyone. The children lose their mother, and no matter how much Prince Charles thought he was in the right, he and his family are responsible in a lot of ways for what happened to the girl. This is a stupid thing to say, but it seems to me that the marriage was worse than the death. I think they're guilty people. They're grown-ups, and they're supposed to understand these things.

Slate: At the same time, the film seems to understand the queen's notion that there is honor in reticence.

Frears: Well, yes. Charles knew what Diana's popularity meant; he had seen people crowding round Diana and ignoring him when they visited towns in Britain. They are, at the same time, ridiculous figures in public; while in private, I imagine, Charles is intelligent. I remember being given a tape of a speech he made in Turin at something called the Slow Food Fair. It was very articulate, intelligent, mature, passionate. The same with Prince Philip; he comes across in Britain as a sort of comic fascist.

Slate: He was the figure the film portrayed with the least nuance, I thought.

Frears: These people are seen as ridiculous, and you're trying to say, No, they are intelligent, too. Alas! The jokes about them are so delicious! But casting Jim Cromwell helped—all the nuances came from casting Jim Cromwell. 

Slate: The stag scene has been debated by people who've seen the movie, and in Slate's offices. I read it as the queen experiencing a moment of sympathy for herself—seeing herself as hounded, yet noble nonetheless, a moment that somehow takes her outside of her immediate surroundings. 

Frears: But it's more precise than that. When I described the queen earlier as being stranded on the beach—well, in Britain, in Scotland, they cull the stags to keep the numbers down. The ones they go for first are the older ones. Now, if you've got 14 points, as the stag in the film does, you are older; in other words, a deer with that number of points is an old deer and should have been killed. There's also a famous painting by Edwin Landseer called The Monarch of the Glen—it's what you would imagine, a heroically lit stag on a crag somewhere.

Slate: On the other hand, I've talked to viewers who saw the stag scene as the queen experiencing a moment of sympathy for Diana. 

Frears: I've been told that too. We have a metaphor at the center that has many meanings! I don't know what to say; if people think that, they think that.

Slate: How much are you trying to imitate the actual queen and Blair—how important was verisimilitude to you?

Frears: It's hard to describe. You just sort of get on with it, don't you, in a rather British way. Helen Mirren is a very good actress. When she came out looking like the queen, with her makeup on, and her wig, I was amazed. Michael Sheen looks nothing like Tony Blair, but after five minutes you think he is Blair. There are two things you are considering: historical accuracy or verisimilitude, but also that you are making a drama.

Slate: The film has to imagine quite a lot about what happened behind the scenes. Was there much discussion between you and Peter Morgan about the fine line between documenting and imagining what happened?

Frears: He says that he writes it out of his imagination and then gives the script to people and asks them, is this believable? And they may say, it's a bit more like that. And there are times when we were filming, and I would say, I don't think the queen would say such and such a line. Or Blair. 

Slate: Where did you get the details of the queen's daily life from—the clothing, for example? I loved seeing her walk around at night in her fluffy dressing gown.

Frears: It's not hard to get that stuff. Balmoral hasn't got central heating—so she walks around in a dressing gown holding a hot water bottle. It hasn't got central heating! Why not? Surely they can afford it. I think when the queen was a child, her nanny published a book, with a lot of information, details of the life of the young princess; that's what I mean about lifting the veil. Recently there was a big story about the queen and Tupperware—and how she's always putting leftover bits into Tupperware. All that means is that she was brought up in the war, when there was hardship, and has a deep sense of thrift. There was a tremendous amount of excitement about whether she and Prince Philip slept together. I can tell you the people who say yes, they do; and people who say, no, they don't. So we chose to show them as sometimes sleeping together, sometimes not. Since the film came out, many people have given me more details; I keep saying, why didn't you tell me earlier?

Slate: How closely did you and Peter Morgan work on the film? Did the two of you make adjustments to the script as you went along?

Frears: Oh yes, the whole time. And indeed rehearsal consisted in rewriting the scenes to shape the material. What you're constantly doing—if you're working with an actress as intelligent as Helen—is you're constantly editing the scenes, constantly refining what is written. That's the principal job—to refine each moment. I might say, This is a bit boring. Or I don't believe this line. And then there was the elimination of our prejudices. That came toward the end. You could see that a line was not helpful to the drama but released your prejudices. 

Slate: For me, the moment when my sympathies started to shift toward the queen, a bit, was when she goes out for the drive by herself.

Frears: Yes. That's what someone said to me the other day—when she starts to drive, you realize, oh, it's all a lot more complex than it seems, isn't it. 

Slate: One of my favorite small touches was when Cherie Blair suggests to Tony that he has a "mother thing" for the queen—psychologizing even his respect for her.

Frears: That was me being kind to the writer. For some reason, I found the idea of psychological explanations for these people's behavior presumptuous. Peter took that moment seriously, as a motivation for Blair's behavior. When I read the script I said to him, you can't take this seriously! Whatever else, I think it is impolite to ascribe psychological motivations to people. But it's a good joke. 

Slate: Well, as a viewer, I felt the film had a certain impatience with psychological explanations.

Frears: You've had it from the horse's mouth.

Slate: What do you think the future of the monarchy in the 21st century is?

Frears: God knows. She's enormously popular, the queen. She has an 80 percent approval rating. There isn't a movement toward republicanism or anything. But that situation is confused by the love and respect people feel for an 80-year-old woman. There may be changes after she dies. Then again, they are clever people; they've survived for what, 300 years. And the people around her, her aides, are just as clever as the people around Blair.

Slate: I read earlier this week that Shilpa Shetty of Big Brother will meet with the queen and Blair. What do you make of that?

Frears: Oh, I saw that, too. Was she going to the commons or the palace? This is a matter of national importance in Britain. I don't know what to make of it. You have to ask someone cleverer than me. Clearly someone thought it was more important than the number of people who died in Iraq last week.



the survivalist
The Survivalist Returns
What's wrong with the CDC's new pandemic planning guide.
By David Shenk
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 1:25 PM ET 
"Cascading consequences" is one of those elegant phrases that disaster planners use to refer to very bad stuff happening later on—hypothetical events that only occur as a result of other events and are therefore very difficult to predict and even more difficult to plan for. It's not the initial head-on collision, but the divorce resulting from the affair precipitated by the sense of worthlessness fueled by the lost job clinched by the rude insubordination fed by the frustration from the lateness from the traffic jam caused by the head-on collision.

If you're Dr. Julie Gerberding, director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and you're trying to figure out precisely how to react to a hypothetical human-transmissible form of the H5N1 "bird flu" virus, cascading consequences are what you live and breathe. Should you quarantine cities? Close schools? Restrict public transportation? What happens to a complex urban civilization when people, supplies, and services get arbitrarily derailed?

Last week, the CDC issued a comprehensive new "pre-pandemic planning" guide (PDF here) for communities that includes contingencies for five category levels of pandemic. In the mildest scenario, Category 1, communities would not be urged to do much beyond voluntary isolation of ill patients in their homes. In Category 5, the most severe, schools might be cancelled for months at a time, work schedules could be staggered, and public events banned.

The CDC guide is well-intentioned and clear, but it suffers from three profound problems. The first is a hindsight/foresight problem. Pandemics can't be tracked in advance with satellites and don't give off measurable wind speeds. In practical terms, as Gerberding has already acknowledged, we're going to have to assume the worst right away and make category distinctions months later. Sending the message now that we can nuance a pandemic—that we're going to be able to respond with anything less than a massive and coordinated effort—could end up spawning dangerous confusion.

The second, and larger, problem is that we simply do not know at this point which social measures will make things better and which will make them worse. School closures sound like a good idea, but they didn't protect any community during the last pandemic in 1918, and they don't work for seasonal flu. Furthermore, there are cascading consequences: What about the millions of kids who depend on schools for meals? What about the economic and infrastructure disruption from adults having to stay home from work? And if the virus seems to be hitting cities in waves and rolling around the country several times, when—exactly—do you re-open the schools? 

The third and most important problem is what's missing from this CDC document: a vaccine endgame. The report is candid about vaccine being the best "countermeasure" and explicitly states that its strategy is to delay the epidemic "in order to 'buy time' for production and distribution of a well-matched pandemic strain vaccine." What it doesn't explain is why the federal government can't accelerate a vaccine program given the very real prospect that this could become the worst public-health crisis in nearly a century. "The government is moving way too slowly on the vaccine," says one pandemic expert involved in U.S. policy discussions. "We're on a five-year timeline and we need to be much more ambitious and aggressive. That's the one thing that could change this whole equation."

Where does this leave citizens? The Survivalist sees three separate courses of action.

1. Be a constituent.
We all need to pressure policy-makers to start a crash vaccine program.

2. Be a community citizen.
The CDC plan is a decent start and a vast improvement on past government efforts. But effective pandemic response will require extensive what-if conversations at every level of society—in the workplace, at the PTA, at the water-filtration plant. Do your part by imagining what your practical role would be and discussing it with colleagues and neighbors.

3. Be a survivalist.
If you're as worried about a pandemic as I am (and as Julie Gerberding is), take nothing for granted. Carefully game out your own family response: Could you manage to telecommute for several months? To the extent possible, every family should be prepared for some level of isolation, with necessary food, health, and entertainment supplies. In a pandemic scenario, social distance can slow down the spread of the disease and buy valuable time for a vaccine.



the undercover economist
The Distance Paradox
If telecommuting is so easy, why do we travel for work more than ever?
By Tim Harford
Saturday, February 3, 2007, at 8:47 AM ET 
It stands to reason that distance is dead. Electronic communication is better and cheaper than it's ever been. Sitting on the sofa just now, I used a cheap laptop computer and my neighbor's wireless network and ordered a free quad-band mobile phone that—I am told—will let me make calls and send e-mails from almost anywhere in the world.

More to the point, nobody would be remotely impressed with my phone's features. Virtual worlds, BlackBerrys, video-conferencing from the local Starbucks—it has all become so easy—and so commonplace—so quickly.

Intuitively, that should mean that geography has become less important. E-mail and video-conferencing mean fewer flights. No more business conferences or meetings at Davos. Telecommuters don't need to clog up the roads, and property prices in London and New York should slide as people carry out their investment-banking responsibilities from Yorkshire or Iowa.

It doesn't take a genius to figure out that there's something wrong with this argument. Despite the ease of communication and the drop in the cost of transporting goods, geography seems to be as important as ever for most of us. People haven't stopped flying to meetings and conferences. The World Economic Forum meetings are now a round-the-calendar circus in more than 10 countries. New York is one of the few places in the United States where the real-estate market isn't stuttering. 

So, what is happening? To some extent, the same thing that happened to the paperless office. It turned out that all these computers made it easy and cheap to produce a lot more documents. Yes, the documents could in principle have been viewed on-screen, but why not print them out? 

Similarly, e-mail, Internet networking, and cheap phone calls have made it easy to maintain a lot of relationships. In principle, some of the relationships could be restricted to cyberspace, but how much fun is that? The same e-mail that allows you to maintain long-distance business relationships also creates demand for more travel and more conferences as people try to establish those relationships in the first place. Mobile phones, Web mail, and BlackBerrys also make travel less costly because it is easier to keep working on the move.

Closer to home, communication technology makes it easier than ever to arrange a drink with friends. Just send a quick e-mail to a distribution list or post the invitation on your online journal. This sudden spontaneity isn't much use if your friends are hundreds of miles away. Mobile phones, far from fueling a flight to the countryside, make big cities more attractive and more manageable. E-mail and mobile phones aren't substitutes for face-to-face contact at all. As economists Jess Gaspar and Ed Glaeser have pointed out, they are complements to it. 

Other technological changes have also strengthened the importance of place. If you can buy cars or films or insurance from anywhere in the world, why not buy from the place that is host to the best or cheapest producer? Cities that were once nationally dominant can now become international champions. It suddenly becomes more valuable, not less valuable, to locate in New York or London.

The modern economy demands ever more complicated, fast-moving, innovative, and creative projects. Formal contracts just aren't up to the task of keeping us honest in these circumstances, which means you need to be able to trust your colleagues—something that still requires you to look them in the eyes. Face-to-face meetings have always fostered trust and clearer communication, and they still do. So, the conference circuit is likely to be with us for a while.



the zeitgeist checklist
Zeitgeist Checklist, Extra Articulate Edition
What Washington is talking about this week.
By Michael Grunwald
Saturday, February 3, 2007, at 1:00 AM ET 

Resolved: Pigs Should Not Be Flightless
Congress. The Senate nears agreement on a bipartisan resolution declaring that President Bush should not send more troops to Iraq. It's working on future resolutions declaring that Lindsay Lohan should not drink so many cosmopolitans, that the Super Bowl should not be so overhyped, and that the Senate should not waste so much time on toothless resolutions. 


His Cult Is Losing Followers, Too
Iraq. In the holy city of Najaf, soldiers following a delusional leader who claimed divine inspiration for his hopeless mission engaged in some of the bloodiest gun battles since the start of the war. But this time, those U.S. soldiers were victorious, mowing down 350 fighters from the Soldiers of Heaven religious cult.


We Know Who Isn't Articulate
2008. Sen. Joseph Biden kicks off his second presidential campaign by plagiarizing a speech by Michael Richards, describing Sen. Barack Obama as "clean" and "articulate." Seriously, if America really wanted a pompous Democratic windbag who couldn't keep his foot out of his mouth, wouldn't President Kerry be running for re-election?


This Is What Passes for Intelligence
Intelligence. The long-awaited National Intelligence Estimate warns that Iraq is spinning out of control. The report is careful not to reveal sources or methods, but some analysts deduce from the unusually gloomy conclusions that the CIA may have finally purchased a television set. But once again, the report does not make any policy recommendations, except that Lindsay Lohan may want to think about laying off the cosmopolitans.


We Beat This Dead Horse Every Week
Death. After concluding that he was too lame to do anything productive and that his condition would never improve, Barbaro's doctors put him out of his misery. But they say they are not authorized to do the same to the Bush administration. Some critics wonder why a horse would get so much more attention than ordinary Americans do, but Barbaro was obviously no ordinary American: He had excellent health care.


"Distinguishing Characteristics": Still Funny! 
Hillary! In an Iowa appearance, Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton apparently compares her husband to "evil men" like Osama Bin Laden, serving notice that she will require her own weekly category in the Zeitgeist Checklist. With its echoes of the Monica Lewinsky affair, the episode raises questions about what will happen if the Clintons return to the White House. Such as: Will the Zeitgeist still get paid for jokes that write themselves?


It's Still Better Than Scooter
Crime. The I. Lewis Libby perjury trial takes a hilarious turn when Ari Fleischer takes the stand and swears to tell "the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth." Later, an FBI agent testifies that she had trouble getting Libby to reveal what his first initial stands for. Cut the guy some slack; it wasn't easy being a kid named Insincere.


Then Again, the Redskins Haven't Been Hot in Eons
Climate. A report by the world's leading climate scientists finds that man-made emissions are the "very likely" cause of global warming. It also finds that Lindsay Lohan's alcohol binges are the "very likely" cause of her drunken stupors. Meanwhile, global-warming skeptics are stunned when Punxsutawney Phil sees his shadow on fire.


What Does He Know About the Oil Business?
Corporations. Speaking of global-warming skeptics, eco-scofflaw Exxon Mobil posts a record-breaking $40 billion profit for 2006. Outgoing CEO Lee Raymond, under fire for his $400 million severance package, is now complaining he got fleeced.


They're Not Even Thinking About It
Iran. Despite some stepped-up rhetoric, and a second aircraft carrier en route to the Persian Gulf, Defense Secretary Robert Gates says the Bush administration is "not planning for a war with Iran." And we all know the Bush administration would never start a war without planning!



today's blogs
Minor Turbulence
By Paul Gottschling
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 5:47 PM ET 
Republican bloggers mock Nancy Pelosi's request for a larger plane than her predecessor's, find no ally in Alli, and marvel at the Bausch and Lomb-commissioned study on the "beer-goggles" effect.

Minor turbulence: GOP lawmakers and bloggers are making hay over a request by Speaker Nancy Pelosi for a plane large enough to travel between Washington and San Francisco. Pelosi reportedly offered to fly commercial but said if she needed a military plane for security reasons, she wanted something that could travel cross country without refueling. (Denny Hastert used a smaller commuter jet.) Lefty bloggers find themselves in an unusal position: agreeing with the White House in defending Pelosi. 

John Hawkins at Right Wing News argued that decadence on Pelosi's part would erode national security: "If it were up to Nancy Pelosi, the troops getting ready to go overseas would sit and wait for a larger plane while she had the military ferry her and her campaign contributors across the country on junkets. The military is not a taxi service." Meanwhile, Rocky Mountain rightist blog CosmicConservative accused Democrats of simply spouting hot air over global warming while permitting such requests: "Nancy is all concerned about Global Warming when she's talking to her 'constituents' but has no problem whatsover dumping thousands of tons of CO2 into the upper stratosphere just to get to the rally."

"Bear" at the conservative Absurd Report complained about excess from the fiscal side: "What happened to the idea of fiscal responsibility? Not only does the self anointed Queen of the House wants free transportation back and forth between Washington and her home in San Francisco, she is demanding a plane which is the equal to Air Force One, a Boeing C-32 aircraft. … Isn't this a bit of gross indulgence?"

"Joe in DC" at liberal AMERICAblog questions the appropriateness of the widespread smearing: "In the past two days, 11 U.S. soldiers have died in Iraq. That's news. … If the GOP and the Pentagon want to talk about aircraft, let's talk about aircraft - how about all the helicopters being shot down in Iraq? No, we can't talk about that—that's real news. They'd rather manufacture scandals about nothing, then disseminate it through the GOP's all-too-willing allies in the press who fall for it again, and again, and again." And Mustang Bobby at liberal blog Bark Bark Woof Woof empathized, "Ms. Pelosi is third in line for the Presidency. She's entitled to some degree of security above and beyond that of the average congressperson. Her home district is in California, and from a security standpoint, not to mention the expense of prepping a midpoint stop, it makes sense that she has a plane at her disposal that can make the trip nonstop."

Read more about Pelosi's jet request.

Fighting weight: The FDA has approved Alli, a half-dose version of the weight-loss pill Xenical, for over-the-counter use. Bloggers, however, see little grounds for excitement at this milestone.

Sandy Szwarc at health blog Junkfood Science predicted a pharma fizzle: "It appears the strongest support for any safety record is that few will likely take it for very long. Most patients don't like the side effects and don't find they're worth the small 5% of short-term weight loss with diet and exercise it promises, not to menton the price: $2-3 a day."

Retired government worker "Kerr Mudgeon" at Kibble winced at Alli's approach to slimming: "So, Alli requires that you eat less fat and calories and helps you to do that by creating unpleasant intestinal symptoms that will create an aversion to eating fat. Now that's what I call 'safe and effective.' Yikes. Oh, and you have to take a multivitamin with Alli since it blocks absorption of some of those vital elements to our body's health."

Dr. Melissa Clouthier claimed that the fat-blocking drug would backfire: "Blocked fat means blocked fat-soluble vitamins like Vitamins A, D and E. Essential fatty acids are blocked so you have problems with hormone creation. My guess is that cholesterol would rise, too. Brain function would eventually be affected. And for a 5% weight loss?"

Read more about Alli.

Agog: Manchester University researchers, with money from Bausch and Lomb, created a mathematical formula to explain the "beer goggles" phenomenon by which people look better through a fog of drunkeness. Bloggers exchanged words of awe and wry speculation.

Rick Dobbs mused on bacchanalia blog, Saving the world one drink at a time, "What good does this do to help us? Well, if you've had enough beer you won't give a damn anyway, so probably none." For Alex at Home, the study illustrates trans-Atlantic differences: "Alcohol has always featured strongly in Britain where there is a pub every few hundred yards in both cities and the smallest of villages. … However, the concept that scientists were actually putting time into researching the effect on your ability to decide if a person was good looking or not based on how much you had drunk, again made me realize there are many differences between England and the US!"

Ph.D. candidate Shelley Batts at science blog Retrospectacle is not so amused, however: "Thing is, it doesn't really take a genius to realize that this study was more done for colloquial PR rather to explain any real psychological or neurological change in perception. I tried to determine if some real paper was associated with the press release, but came up empty handed. "

Read more about the beer-goggles study.



today's blogs
Haggard the Hetero
By Michael Weiss
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 6:00 PM ET 
Bloggers congratulate Rev. Ted Haggard on rediscovering women through Jesus, and they fault the Defense Department for hoarding video footage of the "friendly fire" death of a British soldier in Iraq. And it's a live-blogged Meet the Jury day for Tim Russert at the Scooter Libby trial.

Haggard the hetero: Evangelical leader Ted Haggard, who months ago admitted to "sexual immorality" and to buying methamphetamine from a gay escort, claims that after three weeks of therapy, he's "completely heterosexual." The saved reverend was so impressed with his conversional couch trip that he and his wife, Gayle, have decided to pursue master's degrees in psychology. Tom Cruise doesn't know what to think. 

John C. at Gay Spirituality & Culture writes: "The whole situation seems quite similar to that of the Apostle Paul's own journey to Christianity. Paul started his adult life as a Jewish Pharisee named Saul who persecuted the early Christian church mercilessly. Then, according to the Book of Acts, on the road to Damascus, he had a conversion experience in which Jesus appeared to and spoke to him. He changed his name to Paul and became one of the most important and influential missionaries and theologians in the history of Christianity. Unfortunately, Ted Haggard has chosen to let his similarity to Paul stop at the persecution." 

At What's Left in the Church, "former Progressive Christian" Geoffrey Kruse-Safford uses the Kinsey scale to determine just how hetero-flexible Haggard is: " I am a firm believer in the 'continuum' theory of human sexual desire, and that all of us, from time to time, might feel an urge to explore avenues we might not normally consider. … Unfortunately for Haggard, that outlet was denied him in youth, so once he was an adult with a certain amount of freedom and power, he abused his position to the detriment of his family, his ministry, his honor, his integrity, and potentially his health. I do not doubt that, more than likely, Haggard is primarily or at least preferentially heterosexual."

Dissatisfied high-church Lutheran Dwight P. at Versus Populum snarks: "It would likely be a bad example for the 14,000 members of New Life congregation and the National Association of Evangelicals to have ever before their eyes a human being who must struggle with sin and malfeasance and the consequences thereof. And God forbid that they actually be called on to understand the struggle and perhaps to forgive."

And gay conservative Andrew Sullivan thinks that even by Christian fundamentalist standards, Haggard is full of it: "Let's put it this way: even the quacks behind reparative therapy for homosexuals do not believe a few weeks of therapy will do the trick. (A few years and you can function heterosexually without wanting to kill yourself.) And so the psychological and spiritual abuse that Haggard has imposed on others and is now imposing on himself continues for another cycle of denial and pathology."

Read more about Haggard's supposed heterosexual conversion.

Unfriendly delay: In 2003, two American A-10 warplanes accidentally bombed a British convoy in Iraq, killing a British soldier in the process. The U.S. Defense Department initially refused to make public the cockpit video and audio footage of the event but they've finally done so, much to the anguished (if unnecessarily prolonged) relief of the families involved. 

Former Conservative candidate for Parliament Iain Dale believes the Pentagon should have released the tape sooner: "I am a strong supporter of our American Alliance but sometimes the US Govenrment can be its own worst enemy. … Had they … let the Coroner have the access to the video he wanted, there would have been none of this unfortunate press coverage."

Ditto, says fellow righty Iain Murray at the National Review's The Corner. Murray relays the speculation that the Blair government leaked footage of the accidental bombing, but if the Rumsfeld Pentagon originally disclosed it, "That would have obviated the leak, which has contributed to a rise in anti-American sentiment. What we have at the moment is the worst of both worlds."

Are the pilots to blame? Not necessarily, concludes British blogger Moose on the Loose: "[T]hey may have been stupid & ignorant of some combat arena procedure, coupled with conflicting orders and poor communications with air controllers on the ground … They do seem to have shown genuine remorse. It's the governments which need bringing to justice, and why should American forces have immunity against prosecution in foreign courts … this i cannot fathom."

Read more about the friendly-fire footage.

Russert in the hot seat: Tim Russert testified at the Scooter Libby trial Wednesday, where, as expected, the NBC' Meet the Press host said he didn't discuss Valerie Plame's CIA employment with Libby in 2003. Plenty of bloggers have transcribed the full proceedings, even if these fail to shed new light on an old scandal.

Liberal Jeralyn at TalkLeft wonders if Russert will be the true capper for the prosecution's case: "There is another wrinkle with Russert the defense may try to exploit, that Russert and Fitz had a deal whereby Russert was only asked questions about Russert'ss side of the conversation. In other words, he was questioned about what he told Libby, not what Libby told him."

Tom Maguire at JustOneMinute observes that Russert can only lose the case for the prosecution since his previous testimony "*MAY* have been deliberately ambiguous." Maguire continues: "Obviously, Mr. Russert could have *HYPOTHETICALLY* said to Libby 'All the reporters know that Wilson's wife is at the CIA and sent him on this trip' without being aware of her name or that she was an 'operative'. If Russert rocks the court with the news that, although he did not discuss Valerie Plame with Libby he may have said something about Joe Wilson's wife, well, Special Counsel Fitzgerald may be laughed out of the courtroom and jurors will be left wondering about the credibility of other journalists, specifically Matt Cooper and Judy Miller."

Read more about Russert's day in court. Read Slate's coverage of the Libby trial. 



today's blogs
Undebatable
By Christopher Beam
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 6:13 PM ET 
Bloggers point fingers over the Senate's failure to debate a nonbinding resolution on the president's troop surge. They also giggle over a jilted (and diapered) astronaut and anticipate the Beatles' inclusion on iTunes.

Undebatable: A Senate showdown over the troop surge in Iraq ended in a stalemate Monday after Republican senators nearly unanimously voted against debating a nonbinding resolution opposing the surge. Democrats accused them of tacitly endorsing President Bush's escalation, while Republicans claimed they merely disputed the proposed terms of debate. Bloggers shake their heads at this sorry portrait of politics. 

Liberal Steve Benen at The Carpetbagger Report notes the "bizarre dynamic" of the whole affair: "Republicans who said they wanted a debate ended up voting to prevent a debate. John Warner voted to shut down discussion of his own resolution. GOP senators like Hagel, who claim to have been chomping at the bit to formally criticize the escalation policy, fell obediently into line. Rank-and-file Republican senators took turns saying the resolution was too irrelevant to take seriously, and too serious to allow debate." At Scottish Right, conservative Joe applauds Republicans for sticking together but speculates that Warner may have voted against his own resolution with 2008 in mind: "He could claim sponsorship of the resolution to those against the war while waving his vote against the resolution before the Republican base. If so, it's a tremendous act of cowardice and disrespect for the intelligence of the base."

Markos Moulitsas at liberal powerhouse Daily Kos predicts this vote will come back to haunt Senate Republicans in 2008: "So this 'non-binding resolution' wasn't as useless as I thought. Now, we can beat Republicans over this vote for the next two years. Send them a big 'thank you' present. … Because in 2008, we'll elect people who WILL end this war, from the White House, to the Senate, to the House."

Only two Democrats voted against the resolution: Harry Reid and Joe Lieberman. "In Reid's case, it was procedural - so he can bring it up again later," writes Mac at Pesky'apostrophe. "But Lieberman? He's a disgrace to his state - his constituents have consistently expressed their desire for a new course there and he's just giving them more of the same." Conservative Ed Morrissey at Captain's Quarters points out that Democratic impotence isn't likely to end soon: "Unfortunately, unless Reid can get a Republican to switch caucuses, he has no choice but to limit their efforts to meaningless non-binding resolutions."

Josh Marshall at Talking Points Memo gives a mercifully concise explanation of the proceedings.

Read more about the non-binding resolution. Slate's John Dickerson wades through the debate over the debate. 

A space odyssey: Cyberspace cadets are buzzing over Lisa Nowak, the NASA astronaut facing charges for attempted kidnapping and attempted murder after she drove from Houston to Orlando, Fla., to confront a romantic rival. During the nearly 1,000-mile drive, Nowak wore a diaper so she wouldn't have to stop to use the bathroom. 

D.C. gossip sheet Wonkette fairly plotzes with joy: "The story has everything! And by 'everything' we mean 'astronauts.' Just say 'astronaut love triangle' out loud. It's been proven by science to be the funniest phrase possible to use in an AP lede." Austin Dave at IsraellyCool just about sums it up: "Houston, boy does she have a problem." 

Astronomer Phil Plait at Bad Astronomy strikes a more sober note: "It is seriously tempting to laugh at all this, but then I read that she is married and a mother of three children. That's a big bucket of ice water thrown on this situation."

Police searching her car reportedly found a steel mallet, a folding knife, rubber tubing, rubber gloves, money, and love letters. John Little at conservative Blogs of War fears the worst: "We can't know what was going through her head but if someone came after me with all that gear I'd assume that they were planning on killing and quite possibly dismembering me. It's a sad case but this woman needs to remain behind bars, or in a hospital, for quite some time."

Read more about the astronaut love triangle.

Apple v. Apple: Computer giant Apple Inc. has made peace with music label Apple Corps, which produced the Beatles, after a 25-year trademark battle. Bloggers are already itching for Sergeant Pepper to hit iTunes. 

"Please please me and let this be the end to the nonsensical absence of songs from the Beatles catalog on iTunes," pleads Gilbert Cruz at Entertainment Weekly's PopWatch. He also breaks down the dispute: "For going on 30 years, Apple Corps has sued the computer maker several times for daring to have used the same logo, an apple (even though they were two obviously different fruits — the Beatles apple is Granny Smith-green, and the Apple apple used to be rainbow-colored and was missing a big bite)."

Doug Mataconis at Below the Beltway points out that the announcement is consistent with reports that the Beatles catalog will be released on Valentine's Day. 

Alix Paultre at group blog Dvorak Uncensored hopes this Apple-Apple hatchet burial—their third—is also their last: "However, since the deatils of the settlement between Apple and Apple were not made public there could still be a few flies in the ointment that may still sour the deal in the long run. Let's hope the two sides have finally come to their senses and realized the massive amount of money that could be made by releasing the Beatle's music on iTunes."

Read more about the Apple settlement.



today's blogs
The New Iraqi Diaspora
By Laurel Wamsley
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 6:10 PM ET 
Bloggers respond to a report that a large-scale migration within the Middle East has been spurred on by the Iraq war. They also express disappointment over the ad firms Sen. John McCain has hired for his presidential campaign, and critique all those unfunny ads during the Super Bowl. 

The new Iraqi diaspora: The Washington Post reports that the Iraq war has spawned the worst refugee crisis in the Middle East since 1948's Palestinian exodus. Most of the refugees seek shelter in Jordan, Syria, or Lebanon, though "Jordan's tolerance has waned" since three hotels there were bombed by a group of Iraqis in 2005. 

On the left, Edward Copeland charts the migration at the Copeland Institute for Lower Learning: "At first, it was just the rich professionals who fled Iraq after we destroyed it, but now poor Iraqis are flooding into neighboring countries, creating sectarian tensions in their new homes. … I guess Dubya has been right: Iraqis do want to live in peace, unfortunately they have to leave their homeland to do it."

Helmut, a public policy professor in Washington, D.C., writing at phronesisaical, considers the consequences of the Iraqi diaspora: "That illusion [of reconstruction] is difficult to sustain when the educated middle class has vanished. … [T]his leaves a yawning space for a radical transformation of the country in the opposite direction from what the US supposedly desires. … [D]isplacement is the counterweight of permanence and stability"

Furthermore, Stormwarning at Stormwarning's Counterterrorism sees the strain the refugees will cause elsewhere: "[T]his flow of Iraqis to other neighboring countries is also creating tensions, as Iraqis are being blamed for driving up prices and for taking away jobs. … Alternatively, some people seem to be seeing an internal disaspora of sorts in which people are flocking to centers of what they see as sectarian safety --- Sunnis moving to Sunni areas and Shi'a moving to Shi'a areas."

But the retired Army man at This Ain't Hell isn't buying it: "The whole piece comes off like somehow the United States is responsible for this exodus of refugees from Iraq because we unseated Hussein - instead of the real culprit. Islamsofacism. … How about the millions who fled Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War? Or the millions who fled Iraq after Hussein's bloody purges to maintain his hold on power? … So it really isn't the war that's 'propelling' them out of Iraq, it's their own people and their own petty biases."

Read more about Iraqi refugees.

Double-talk express: Sen. John McCain is catching flack after the New York Times pointed out that he has hired many of the strategists and advertising firms that he has denounced in the past, including the ad firm that made the Swiftboat Veterans for Truth spots.

HolyCoast's Rick Moore, an Orange County conservative, dubs McCain's ethos "selective outrage": "I'd be more impressed with 'Mr. Straight Talk' if he stood by his opposition to the tough campaign tactics he previously voiced and refused to do business with these firms. However, McCain wants to win, not stand on any particular principle."

Mduncan, a Ph.D. student in composition at Bad Rhetoric, wants to believe that McCain's strategizing outweighs the ickiness of hiring the Swiftboaters: "I hope McCain is trying a strategy similar to how Lincoln formed his Cabinets - freely appointing to high positions his potential rivals and people who helped him get elected, where 1) he could keep an eye on them 2) limit how they could attack him 3) force them to plot against each other to no great effect, and 4) always know the wrong course of action because they would advise it."

JimK at RightThoughts calls McCain this election season's flip-flopper: "McCain in 2000: 'Your campaign ads are distorting my record!' McCain in 2004: 'Your ads are dishonest and dishonerable!' McCain in 2007: 'Hey, umm, you guys that screwed me and Kerry to the wall? Wanna come work for me so we can do it to Giuliani?' "

Read more about the campaign team McCain is assembling.

Not so Super ads: Despite companies spending $85,000 per second of Super Bowl airtime, bloggers think that Madison Avenue still forgot to bring the funny.

Msvicky1's reaction at CBS's Showbuzz was typical: "Superbowl ads have always been the hi-light of the day for me. Unfortunately not only were the ad's lame and just down-right stupid for the most part; but it was like they spent all that money on annoying everyone."

Brendan Loy at his Irish Trojan's Blog handicaps the spots' appeal to Middle America: "At halftime, I predicted that Budweiser's dalmatian commercial would win USA Today's Ad Meter because 'the people who do the Ad Meter tend to like sappy ads involving animals.' I wasn't far off. The dalmatian spot finished second to a fourth-quarter commercial involving crabs worshipping a Budweiser cooler."

Bloggers also took sides about the meaning of the violence in so many of the ads, and the New York Times article that posed a theory that the slapstick elements were a reflection of our wartime culture. At Betsy's Page, a Raleigh history teacher is skeptical of the NYT analysis: "I'm not so erudite as this analyst, but it doesn't seem like brain surgery to note that football appeals to men and boys. And men and boys like it when things go boom even in cartoons so it's not surprise to see cartoonish violence in Super Bowl ads. Sometimes an ad is just an ad."

Watch and rank all of the ads. Read Seth Stevenson's take in Ad Report Card. Brain scans show that the ads actually scared viewers. Read more reviews of the ads here.



today's papers
Unintelligent
By Daniel Politi
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 6:00 AM ET 
The papers have widely different ideas of what constitutes important news today. For the most part, each lead story doesn't even make the front page in any of the other papers. The Washington Post leads with a report by the Pentagon's inspector general that criticizes efforts by former Undersecretary of Defense Douglas J. Feith to provide intelligence that showed links between al-Qaida and Saddam Hussein. The report said Feith and his team were "predisposed to finding a significant relationship between Iraq and Al Qaeda," but it noted officials did not do anything illegal. An unclassified summary of the report will be released today. The Los Angeles Times leads with news that Iraqi and American troops arrested the second-highest official in the Iraqi Health Ministry and accused him of funneling money to a Shiite militia believed to be responsible for the kidnapping and killing of civilians and troops. 

The New York Times leads, and the Wall Street Journal tops its world-wide newsbox, with the rival Palestinian factions, Fatah and Hamas, agreeing to form a new government where they will share power in an attempt to put a stop to the violence between them that has killed about 70 Palestinians since December, as well as to end an international boycott. The agreement, signed in Saudi Arabia, doesn't actually seem to meet all the conditions laid out by the international community. USA Today leads with a new federal report that says as many as 1 in 150 children has an autism disorder. Previous estimates had put the number at 1 in 166. Although the report offers no new hints at what might actually cause autism, advocates say it shows the extent of the problem and that more resources are needed. 

The administration directed Feith's team to carry out its own analysis out of the belief that the CIA was underplaying the relationship between Iraq and al-Qaida. But in creating the new reports, which were widely disseminated, Feith's team "included some conclusions that were inconsistent with the consensus of the Intelligence Community." Creating these reports was "inappropriate" because they were presented as "intelligence products." Feith insists it wasn't an "alternative intelligence assessment" but rather a criticism of the CIA's conclusions. Senate intelligence committee Chairman John D. Rockefeller IV said his committee will look into whether Congress should have been notified.

Deputy Minister Hakim Zamili is accused of filling the Health Ministry with militia members who essentially ran the place. Although some Shiite lawmakers complained about the arrest, Muqtada Sadr and his followers kept pretty quiet, which the LAT sees as a further sign that Sadr is committed to maintaining a low profile for the time being. "This is the first visible big fish … it has to be the beginning of the housecleaning," said a U.S. adviser to the Iraqi military.

Although the agreement marks the first time the two Palestinian factions express their willingness to share power, the accord fails to explicitly recognize Israel, which is one of the requirements set out by the international community. The Post mentions Hamas leaders said they would not recognize Israel. The accord is filled with vague language, which makes it unclear whether the new government will fulfill other requirements, such as recognizing previous agreements with Israel. The NYT mentions that "perhaps the biggest winner from the deal is Saudi Arabia," which has moved to become a leader in solving regional issues in order to undercut Iran's influence. 

Everybody goes inside with word that the House of Representatives will begin debate about President Bush's new plan for Iraq next week. Democratic leaders said the resolution will be "simple and concise," consisting merely of an expression of support for the troops and opposition to the "surge." 

The military announced four Marines were killed in Anbar province.

Out of 47 economists surveyed by the WSJ, 40 said the government should encourage the development of alternative fuels. The majority of those surveyed also said a tax on fossil fuels would be the best way to encourage alternatives.

Everyone mentions the prosecution rested its case yesterday in the trial of I. Lewis "Scooter" Libby after a second day of testimony by Tim Russert. On Monday the defense will begin to present its case, which is expected to include the testimony of several journalists. It is still not known whether Libby or Cheney will testify. 

Yesterday, the LAT put it on Page One, and today, the NYT, WP, and LAT all have stories on the latest insignificant kerfuffle out of Washington that TP was trying to avoid. Basically, this "non-story" (LAT editorial) is all about how House Speaker Nancy Pelosi gets to fly home to California and whether or not she gets to use a big, fancy military plane that would make sure the flight is nonstop. Republicans are accusing her of everything from being an elitist to not actually caring about global warming. Even the White House spokesman characterized it as "a silly story" but, as the NYT points out, the "attention to the dispute illustrates that politicians are acutely aware that a jet-setting image can be dangerous."

All the papers either front or reefer the death of Anna Nicole Smith, "a postmodern pinup for a tabloid age," as the WP describes her. She was 39 and the cause of death is still unknown. Among the many things she did with her life, Smith was a Guess jeans model, a Playboy Playmate of the Year, an actress, a TV personality, and a spokeswoman for a diet supplement. But most of all, she was famous. She "had the quintessential train-wreck life: intriguing, eye-popping, tragic," says USAT. At 26, Smith married an 89-year-old billionaire, and she later found herself embroiled in a legal battle with his family over the inheritance that reached the Supreme Court (Slate's Dahlia Lithwick covered the case). The legal battle will continue despite her death. Smith always said she wanted to be the next Marilyn Monroe, and "though she never gained the acting credibility of Monroe, her death … poignantly echoes that of her idol," says the LAT. 


today's papers
They've Got the Power
By Daniel Politi
Thursday, February 8, 2007, at 5:26 AM ET 
The New York Times leads, and the Wall Street Journal tops its world-wide newsbox, with a look at how some military officials worry that all the recent helicopter crashes in Baghdad suggest insurgents are changing tactics, becoming more savvy, and concentrating more of their energy on shooting down U.S. aircraft. Almost everyone fronts the crash of a U.S. Marine transport helicopter yesterday, which killed all seven crew members and passengers. The Washington Post leads with news that seven Republican senators distributed a letter yesterday saying they will use every measure at their disposal to ensure a resolution objecting to President Bush's new Iraq plan is debated. 

The Los Angeles Times leads with a report by the Department of Transportation that says 2006 was one of the worst years for airline travelers in recent years. Approximately 75 percent of domestic flights arrived on time last year, the worst rate since 2000. Also, the report said there were 6.7 reports of mishandled bags per 1,000 passengers, which is the highest rate since 1990. Airlines say most of the problems were because of bad weather and strict security measures. USA Today leads with word that the U.S. government is asking foreign countries to allow airline pilots to carry guns in the cockpit when they fly internationally. There is currently a program that allows airline pilots to carry a gun on domestic flights but international ones are a little bit trickier since the other countries also have to approve, and several don't really like the idea. 

The NYT gets word from officials of a previously unreported crash of a helicopter owned by a private security firm on Jan. 31. Nearby aircraft came to the rescue of the crew and passengers. So, yesterday's deadly crash was the sixth in three weeks. Although there is no proof that insurgents are actually targeting helicopters more, several military officials basically tell the paper it appears that's the case. Some military officials have suggested Wednesday's deadly crash might have been caused by a mechanical failure, but some witnesses say it was shot down. The WSJ reports that an Iraqi official says a missile shot down the helicopter.

In its Page One story about the crash, the Post emphasizes it took place on the same day as U.S. forces announced they had begun implementing the new security plan in Baghdad and Anbar province. Maj. Gen. William B. Caldwell emphasized "not all aspects are in place at this point." The LAT points out that only 3,000 of the 21,500 additional U.S. troops have arrived. 

The letter signed by the seven senators came after Democrats and Republicans spent the day blaming each other for failing to proceed with the Iraq debate. "The current stalemate is unacceptable to us and to the people of this country," says the letter signed by Sen. John Warner of Virginia and six others. Although Warner sided with most members of his party in voting to block debate on Monday, he is the author of a resolution that opposes the president's plan. The senators did not specify what they might do in order to ensure the debate takes place, but there are several measures at their disposal to basically slow down Senate business until they get what they want. 

The WSJ goes inside with word that U.S. officials are trying to prevent the execution of Saddam Hussein's former vice president fearing that it will "damage the credibility" of the Iraqi government. At first, he was sentenced to life in prison, but the appeals court ordered his execution. Several legal experts say the change violated due process. "We've had two botched executions … we would like to prevent additional debacles," said one U.S. official in Washington.

Everybody notes a military judge declared a mistrial in the court-martial of the Army officer who refused to go to Iraq. The judge said there was confusion as to what exactly First Lt. Ehren K. Watada was admitting to in a pretrial deal. He is the first commissioned officer to be court-martialed for refusing to go to Iraq.

The NYT fronts, and the rest of the papers go inside with, Tim Russert's testimony at the trial of I. Lewis "Scooter" Libby. The Washington bureau chief for NBC News denied he spoke with Libby about Valerie Plame during a conversation they had in 2003. Libby has repeatedly said he shared the information about Plame with other reporters only after he heard it from Russert. But Russert testified that he remembers being surprised by the infamous Robert Novak column, which means he couldn't have known the information before. (Slate's Seth Stevenson was impressed by Russert's performance: "I've never seen a better witness at a trial. He never gets flustered, always stays on message.") 

The papers mention three Army Reserve officers and two civilians were indicted for allegedly participating in a scheme to rig the bids of $8.6 million worth of contracts for Iraqi reconstruction projects in exchange for money and a wide array of goodies, including cars, jewelry, and airline tickets. Philip Bloom, who pleaded guilty last year to a number of charges, including bribery, owned the companies that won the contracts.

USAT fronts, and everybody mentions, the FDA is making a prescription diet drug available over the counter. Officials warn the pill, known as alli, isn't a "magic bullet" and it must be accompanied by diet and exercise to be effective. 

The NYT publishes an op-ed by the Iranian ambassador to the United Nations, Javad Zarif, who says the United States is "fanning the flames of sectarianism just when they most need to be quelled" by trying to create a coalition against Iran. "Forging imaginary new threats, as the United States administration is now doing with Iran, may provide some temporary domestic cover for the failure of the administration's Iraq policy, but it can hardly resolve problems," writes Zarif.



today's papers
Main Man
By Daniel Politi
Wednesday, February 7, 2007, at 5:10 AM ET 
The New York Times leads with word that senior military officers have warned any new strategy for Iraq runs a high risk of failure if there isn't more involvement from civilian agencies. These military officers, including members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, contend that no amount of military intervention will help Iraq if it doesn't include a concerted effort to speed up the country's reconstruction and political development. The Washington Post leads with a look at how Gen. David H. Petraeus has become the public face of the administration's effort to convince lawmakers and the public to give "surge" a chance. The Wall Street Journal tops its world-wide newsbox with Democratic leaders in the House of Representatives announcing they will hold a vote next week on a resolution opposing the administration's new plans for Iraq. Meanwhile, House members began "what promises to be a long, embarrassing inquest" into mismanagement of rebuilding funds in Iraq. 

The Los Angeles Times leads with a look at the "unusually open campaign" being waged by Israel to get the international community to stop Iran from developing nuclear weapons. USA Today leads with at least six states (Texas, Virginia, Tennessee, Missouri, Georgia, and Utah) that are considering expanding the use of the death penalty. Some, for example, want child molesters to be eligible for the death penalty, while others want to lower the bar of when certain offences become eligible for the death penalty. 

There have been long-running tensions between the State Department and the Pentagon, and these have only increased with a feeling that the military will bear most of the blame if Bush's new plan for Iraq fails. Gates told senators yesterday he agreed with the concerns expressed by the officers and emphasized that Bush told his Cabinet on Monday that civilian agencies must "step up to the task." Part of the problem is that although the State Department has been ordered to speed up reconstruction efforts, it can't exactly force diplomats to accept taking a job in Iraq. At the end of the article, the Times mentions a recent classified study that found violence in Baghdad falls when quality of life improves. 

Before leaving for Baghdad, Petraeus parked himself in Minority Leader Mitch McConnell's office and pitched the administration's plans to any lawmakers who would listen. "The Petraeus card is about the only one left to play for a White House confronting low poll numbers, an unpopular war and an opposition Congress," says the Post. Although the White House insists it did not plan the post-confirmation visits to Capitol Hill, Bush has tried to persuade lawmakers it doesn't make sense to speak up against his new plan for Iraq and confirm Petraeus.

Israeli politicians and military leaders have said there could be a "second Holocaust" if the world does nothing to prevent a country that has declared war against the Jews from developing nuclear weapons. Some leaders, including Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, have also hinted publicly that Israel would be willing to use force if the international community is unwilling (or unable) to prevent a nuclear Iran. 

But there appear to be some hints the current sanctions might be working to weaken Iran, at least economically. USAT says inside that figures have begun to show the "deepening economic isolation" of Iran as it faces increased inflation and unemployment. 

All the papers mention Iran accusing U.S. forces of being behind the abduction of an Iranian diplomat in Baghdad. Iranian officials said gunmen wearing Iraqi military uniforms kidnapped their embassy's second secretary on Sunday (the NYT had the story of the abduction yesterday). U.S. officials deny they were involved.

In other Iraq news, Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki said delays in implementing the new security plan are hurting his credibility with the Iraqi people. "This delay is giving a negative impression and has led some people to say that we have already failed," Maliki said.

The LAT fronts a different angle from the Gates Senate hearing, where the defense secretary said the Pentagon is working on an alternative plan if the troop increase fails to provide adequate results. Gates did not go into detail, but he emphasized that Bush's plan "is not the last chance" to save Iraq. 

Everybody goes inside with a cockpit video leaked to a British newspaper that shows two American pilots in Iraq reacting to the news they had just shot at British troops and killed one of them. Moments after they fired, the pilots got the news and immediately started cursing and weeping. "I'm going to be sick," said one of the pilots. "We're in jail, dude." The Pentagon, reversing a previous decision, announced it would allow the video to be shown in a British court. 

All the papers mention that Deputy Attorney General Paul McNulty testified before the Senate Judiciary Committee yesterday and defended the recent firings of several U.S. attorneys, saying they were not politically motivated. McNulty said most were asked to leave because of poor performance, but he recognized that a U.S. attorney in Arkansas was urged to leave without cause and the job was given to a former aide to presidential adviser Karl Rove.

Everyone fronts stories about Navy Capt. Lisa Marie Nowak, who has quickly become one of the most famous NASA astronauts in recent memory. The LAT managed to catch the basics of the story yesterday, but it gets stranger with every new detail that emerges. Nowak was charged with the attempted murder of a woman she saw as her rival for the affections of another astronaut.

The WSJ, USAT, and LAT front Apple Chief Executive Steve Jobs calling on record companies to do away with restrictions currently present in legally downloaded music. In an essay posted online, Jobs argues that the restrictions haven't actually prevented people from illegally obtaining music and all they do is inconvenience customers who choose to get their music legally.



today's papers
Block the Vote
By Daniel Politi
Tuesday, February 6, 2007, at 6:15 AM ET 
Almost all the papers lead with Republican senators voting to block debate on the nonbinding resolution opposing President Bush's plan to increase the number of troops in Iraq. "Both parties immediately moved to gain political advantage from the impasse," notes USA Today. Democrats accused Republicans of wanting to avoid discussing the war, while GOP senators insisted they are willing to debate the war but do not want to be treated unfairly. The vote was largely along party lines with just two Republicans, who happen to be facing re-election in 2008, siding with the Democrats. 

The Wall Street Journal tops its world-wide newsbox, and everyone else fronts, President Bush's $2.9 trillion budget, which is 4.2 percent larger than last year and immediately received criticism from Democrats, who say it focuses on the wrong priorities. The president says his plan will give the country a balanced budget in five years without the need for tax increases. But Democrats say the cost on domestic programs, including Medicare, is too high and accused the president of using rosy predictions to state that his plan could actually balance the budget. 

Even though Republican leaders insisted they are likely to reach an agreement soon to continue with the debate, the New York Times says yesterday's events leave "in doubt whether the Senate would render a judgment on what lawmakers of both parties described as the paramount issue of the day." The Los Angeles Times notes that the difficulty of reaching an agreement in the Senate might mean that "leadership in challenging Bush may shift to House Democrats." 

But what actually caused the impasse? The Washington Post does the best job of explaining the intricacies of the debate. Here's the gist: There are four resolutions and the issue turns around which ones to allow for a vote and how many votes will be needed to approve each one. Republicans want all four resolutions to require 60 votes. Why? Mainly because of a resolution introduced by Republican Sen. Judd Gregg of New Hampshire that is supportive of Bush and says Congress shouldn't cut funding for troops in the field. They all know it'd be difficult for many Democrats to vote against the measure, and so it would likely be the only one that would get 60 votes. Democrats say if all four resolutions come up, they should require a majority vote. 

Majority Leader Harry Reid promised to bring up Iraq again and again until Republicans allow the vote to take place. The NYT quotes Republican Sen. John Sununu saying he recognized that the public would likely be unhappy with all this infighting. "It may come as a surprise to my colleagues, but most voting members of the American public think that the Senate spends all too much time talking and not enough time casting votes," Sununu said. Wonder where they get that idea?

The president's budget includes big increases for the Defense and State departments. As had already been reported, for the first time the budget includes estimates of the cost of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In an analysis piece inside, the Post says that Bush's defense budget request "pushes U.S. defense spending to levels not seen since the Reagan-era buildup of the 1980s." Slate's Fred Kaplan does the math and says the real request for new defense spending totals $739 billion, which, adjusted for inflation, is "about one-third higher than the previous record for U.S. military spending, set in 1952."

As several papers point out, and the LAT highlights in an analysis piece inside, the budget doesn't include any money for the extra troops that are part of President Bush's "surge." This is because these troops are supposed to be temporary, but, of course, the Defense Department can't say how long they will actually stay in Iraq.

The political fight over the budget will bring up difficult issues for the Democrats, who will probably not be very eager to decrease military spending in a time of war, increase taxes, or go back on their pledge to balance the budget. This might be exactly what the Republicans have in mind. The NYT quotes from an internal GOP party strategy memo that says the budget process gives them the opportunity to "stay on the offensive" by challenging Democrats to come up with a way "to rein in federal spending and balance the budget without raising taxes on the American people." Besides, more time spent discussing details of a budget process most people don't understand means less time dedicated to the failures in Iraq, right?

The Post fronts, and everyone else mentions, word that former New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani filed a "statement of candidacy" with the Federal Election Commission yesterday. "I'm in this to win," Giuliani said. 

The LAT fronts news that a NASA astronaut was arrested yesterday. Navy Capt. Lisa Marie Nowak is accused of attacking and attempting to kidnap a woman that she saw as her rival for the affections of another astronaut they were apparently both seeing. Nowak, who is married with children, drove almost 1,000 miles (wearing diapers so she wouldn't have to stop) to confront the other woman at an airport. A NASA spokesman said this is the first time an active-duty astronaut has been charged with a felony. 

USAT has a story on the particular risks marijuana poses to teenagers and how it may affect their cognitive skills and future mental health. But the paper doesn't stop there and decides to get into territory that might be more appropriate for a government pamphlet. Despite recognizing up high there's no scientific evidence to prove marijuana is a gateway drug, it still includes the requisite story of the kid who started smoking pot at 13 and a few years later was doing crystal meth and heroin. The paper brings up studies that allegedly show pot smokers experience "withdrawal symptoms" when they quit. But then waits until a few paragraphs later to clarify that the most common symptoms are "irritability, followed by trouble sleeping, and loss of appetite." Oh yeah, and they disappear within two weeks.

Fries with that? A correction from the LAT: "A review in Wednesday's Calendar section of a PBS documentary about the Supreme Court said there was a justice named Hamburger. There was a chief justice named Warren Burger."



today's papers
Longing for Militias
By Daniel Politi
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 5:28 AM ET 
The New York Times leads with word that "a growing number of Iraqis" are blaming the United States for creating an insecure environment that allowed Saturday's suicide bombing in Baghdad, which killed at least 135 people, to take place. The Washington Post leads with what can only be described as a no-duh headline: "Iraq Vote Could Resonate in 2008." But the story turns out to be a good look at the challenge facing 20 Senate Republicans who are up for re-election in 2008 and must decide how they will cast their votes on the nonbinding resolution. The Wall Street Journal tops its world-wide newsbox with the $2.9 trillion spending request President Bush will be sending to Congress today. 

USA Today leads with word that apartment rents are set to rise by 5 percent this year, marking the third straight year of increases. The discrepancy between the rise in apartment rentals and wages means workers will have to devote even more of their paychecks to housing. The Los Angeles Times leads with a local story that could have national implications by revealing that the number of Los Angeles County jail inmates identified as illegal immigrants almost doubled last year. The sheriff's department started investigating the legal status of inmates last year over the opposition of some who worry the program could lead to illegal immigrants becoming more hesitant to report crimes to local police.

At first glance, the NYT's lead doesn't even seem like news. After all, it's hardly surprising that Iraqis would blame the United States for violence. Yet these complaints take on new dimensions when considered against President Bush's plan to send more troops to Iraq. One of the main objectives of the "surge" is to help rid Baghdad of the Shiite militia groups, namely the Mahdi Army. But many Iraqis say the bombing was able to take place precisely because the militias have been keeping a low profile in recent weeks, and Shiites say this leaves them particularly vulnerable. Now there's a persistent risk that those who initially supported the plan will conclude they were foolish to even give it a chance and merely return to their old routine. Apparent retaliatory attacks by Shiites killed at least 15 people in Baghdad yesterday. 

Senators are quick to dismiss any claims that their votes will take into account political considerations. But how several of these Republican senators who are up for re-election will vote is one of the big unanswered questions, as there are fears that whatever they say in the upcoming days will come back to haunt them one way or another. If attempts to block the beginning of debate on the nonbinding resolution aren't successful, expect a lot of debate back and forth on what should be included. The Post says Republicans will attempt to make Democratic lawmakers sweat a bit with an amendment calling for an immediate withdrawal of all troops. 

The LAT tries to put a little perspective on the Senate debate by saying that "the nonbinding resolution would have no more force of law than the one approved Thursday commending the Miss America Organization for its commitment to 'the character of women in the United States.' " At the same time, though, the symbolism of the measure shouldn't be discounted, as it could turn out to be the first "formal rebuke" of the administration's war strategy.

The LAT fronts a look at the massive defense budget the Bush administration is expected to include in its spending request and says that, if military leaders get their way, this could be just the beginning. The chiefs of the Army, Navy, and Air Force are preparing a strategy to convince lawmakers and the public that more money should be devoted to defense spending every year.

The WSJ goes inside with a look at how the spending request will highlight the administration's attempts to ease rush-hour traffic by awarding millions in grants to cities and states. According to officials, these attempts will mainly focus on experimenting with a toll system that will charge people for traveling in and out of big cities during peak times. 

The Post fronts word that the new U.S. commander in Iraq is putting together a group of advisers composed of military officers who have Ph.D.s. Although highly educated officers have frequently served as advisers, this group looks like it will be larger and more influential than in any other war effort.

The NYT fronts word that the Justice Department is finalizing a plan to collect the DNA of anyone arrested or detained by federal authorities. Officials say they want to make DNA collection as routine as taking fingerprints. This was USAT's lead story on Jan. 19. 

Everybody fronts the Super Bowl, where the Indianapolis Colts beat the Chicago Bears 29-17. But how about the ads? The NYT sees hints of the war in Iraq in many of the ads that "celebrated violence in an exaggerated, cartoonlike vein that was intended to be humorous, but often came across as cruel or callous." The LAT was simply unimpressed and says the spots showed how the advertising industry has run out of ideas. And what about all those amateur ads? "The best things that could be said about [them] was that you couldn't tell them from the professional ones." The WSJ says "this year's Super Bowl ads overall didn't live up to the hype surrounding them." (Do they ever?) Among the "ad executives and consumers" the WSJ talked to, several Anheuser-Busch ads stood out, and they particularly liked the one where men slap each other. USAT's panel also liked Budweiser's spots, but they preferred the one with the crabs.



today's papers
Backfiring
By M.J. Smith
Sunday, February 4, 2007, at 6:14 AM ET 
The Washington Post and Los Angeles Times lead with yesterday's massive truck bomb explosion at a market in Baghdad that killed more than 100 people and destroyed apartment buildings. The blast targeted Shiites and is among the deadliest since the U.S. invasion, the papers say. The New York Times puts the bomb attack above the fold, but leads with a look at the federal government's increasing reliance on contractors. The companies that perform the work aren't held to the same standards as government agencies even though that's essentially what they've become.

The NYT and LAT say the death toll from the truck bomb was at least 130, while the WP says at least 125. Sunni insurgents are believed to be responsible. The dump truck that blew up was "carrying land mines, ammunition, rockets, mortars and other explosives," the LAT reports. The NYT says about one ton of explosives was involved. 

The LAT has some of the most vivid descriptions, saying the bomb "left a ghastly landscape of human remains, food, shattered goods and animal meat that was sent hurtling from butchers' stalls." The story also channels the thoughts of the attackers and concludes the bomb "was designed to inflict a massive physical as well as psychological toll." Seems the paper could have done away with the mind reading on this one and simply let the facts speak for themselves.

It was the latest in a string of attacks against Shiites in recent weeks, and the NYT says U.S. efforts to clamp down on Shiite militias may be partly to blame. One result, Shiite community leaders tell the paper, is that there has been less protection for their neighborhoods. 

The NYT's lead says spending on federal contracts has nearly doubled since 2000. At the same time, the number of contracts open to competition has greatly decreased. The situation has become almost absurd: The government recently hired contractors to process cases of fraud by federal contractors. 

The potential conflicts and problems with these arrangements seem neverending. The companies, of course, spend huge amounts on lobbying, and they are not forced to comply with the Freedom of Information Act. There's plenty of blame to go around. While the Bush administration gets its share of criticism in the article, the NYT points out that the "recent contracting boom had its origins in the 'reinventing government' effort of the Clinton administration."

The WP fronts a feature on an Iraq-related subject that's gotten relatively little attention so far: refugees. The paper concludes that a "massive migration" is underway, relaying U.N. figures that say about 8 percent of the pre-war population has sought to move elsewhere. Many head for Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. Up to 50,000 Iraqis flee their homes every month, the story notes. 

Jordan had long been open to refugees, but its attitude changed following hotel bombings that occurred in 2005, the paper says. Iraqis say they are now being turned away at the Jordanian border, and many of those who have made it into Jordan are unclear on their status and their future.

The NYT takes a look at how the Sunni-Shiite conflict is playing out in the United States on its front page. Mosques and businesses popular with Shiites have been vandalized recently in Dearborn, Mich., while disputes between the Sunni and Shiite communities at universities have also erupted. While the story says the incidents could be considered a spillover of what's occurred in the Middle East, the fact that the Muslim population in the United States has grown so quickly could also be a cause. Previously, Shiites and Sunnis had no choice but to get along because they shared the same mosques and went to the same schools. That's now changed, the paper says.

The WP fronts, and the other papers stuff, a report from yesterday's meeting between House Democrats and President Bush, where Bush pretended to be a comedian and Democrats went along with the joke—at least in public. After Bush gave a speech with reporters present in the room, the doors were closed for a question-and-answer session. 

Shockingly, details leaked out, and the WP has the best roundup, saying Democrats quizzed the president on Iraq, global warming, and immigration. When asked about omitting Hurricane Katrina and veterans' issues from his State of the Union address, Bush said doing so didn't mean he doesn't care. The WP says: "As an example, Bush said he cares about maintaining national parks, even though the subject did not come up in the State of the Union." Unclear if he meant that as one of his jokes.

The LAT is alone in fronting news that NBC Universal is set to name Jeff Zucker as its chief executive this week. The paper says GE, which owns NBC Universal, wants to better compete with new media such as Google and MySpace, and Zucker is their guy. Zucker is known in part for his work on the Today show, where he became executive producer at the age of 26.

There's apparently some kind of football game being played today, and the WP marks the occasion with a Michael Wilbon column on Page One looking at a story line that is, by now, well known: It's the first time Super Bowl teams have black head coaches. Unlike most other Super Bowl stories (ad hype, etc.), this one's actually important. The NYT fronts a feature about what happens to Super Bowl champion hats and T-shirts destined for the team that eventually loses. Answer: They are given to a relief organization, which distributes them in poor countries. 

And finally, the LAT catches up on a feature out of the Seattle area, where coffeehouses are trying to get an edge over the competition by having their servers wear outfits more commonly associated with strip clubs. Turns out the women make a fair amount of money off tips. 



today's papers
Hot in Here
By Joshua Kucera
Saturday, February 3, 2007, at 4:35 AM ET 
The Washington Post leads with a sneak peak of next year's federal budget, including a whopping $726 billion for the military. The New York Times leads with the release of the U.N.'s climate change report, which says that global warming is almost certainly caused by human activities. The Los Angeles Times leads with the bleak National Intelligence Estimate on Iraq. The Wall Street Journal worldwide newsbox leads with an Iraq catchall including the military budget and the NIE.

The budget for the next fiscal year will be released on Monday, but most of the papers got an early look. It includes $100 billion for the rest of this fiscal year (on top of $70 billion already spent), $145 billion for next year, and $481 billion for the regular Defense Department budget— a 10 percent increase over last year. The war budget for next year represents the first time the Pentagon has tried to plan for all the Iraq and Afghanistan money at the beginning of the budget cycle, notes the NYT, which runs the story inside. The previous practice had been to ask for it in bits and pieces, which had consistently annoyed Congress. The budget also, for the first time in three years, includes an increase in nondefense spending. But with the expansion of the alternative minimum tax—and if projections of a strong economy turn out to be right—the budget should be balanced by 2012, according to the White House's figures. The budget also calls for big cuts in Medicare and Medicaid, notes the LAT. 

The LAT had the climate-change report yesterday, but with the official release, we get to hear official reaction. The White House welcomed the report, but apparently its interest in unilateral action does not extend to reducing greenhouse gases. "We are a small contributor to the overall, when you look at the rest of the world, so it's really got to be a global solution," said Energy Secretary Samuel Bodman. Only the LAT, in its day-after reaction story, mentions the U.S. failure to sign the Kyoto protocol, which is just such a global solution. The new chair of the House Science and Technology Committee said, "It's time to end the debate and act … All the naysayers should step aside."

The NIE, which is a consensus report by the country's 16 intelligence agencies, said the situation in Iraq is worsening at an accelerating rate. It says that without U.S. troops there, the Iraqi security forces would be quickly overwhelmed. And the White House said the report vindicates its "surge" strategy. The assessment "explains why the president concluded that a new approach, a new strategy was required," said National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley. 

The LAT continues its campaign to poke holes in the administration's blame-Iran strategy. In a front-page story it notes that the NIE downplays the role of Iran in causing the problems in Iraq. And a U.S. military press briefing planned for Tuesday in Iraq that would have laid out U.S. evidence for Iranian involvement in Iraq was cancelled because the White House thought the case was "overstated," Hadley said.

Meanwhile, a U.S. Apache helicopter was shot down Friday and its two occupants killed, the fourth helicopter downed in the last two weeks, all the papers report. 

While the number of criminals sentenced to death is declining overall, the federal government is pushing the death penalty more, including in states that don't have their own death penalty, the Journal reports on the front page. Today there are 47 people on federal death row, up from 18 in 2000, while the state death-row population has declined during that time. The reason is that while the Clinton-era Justice Department didn't want to overrule local federal prosecutors on whether to pursue the death penalty, the Bush administration believes there shouldn't be "one standard in Georgia and another in Vermont."

Also in the papers … Serbia rejected a U.N. proposal that would lead to Kosovo's independence, the NYT reports, as does the LAT. Russia and the United States are at odds over how to deal with Syria and Hamas, says the Post. And Europeans want to move faster on a Palestinian state, says the LAT. The Pentagon official who said corporations should boycott law firms that represent Guantanamo inmates has resigned, the NYT reports. The FBI is trying to resolve decades-old civil-rights murders, says the NYT. Runway models are making less money and Americans are being pushed out by Eastern Europeans and Brazilians, the WSJ reports. And the NFL is having trouble courting Hispanic fans, according to a front-page NYT story.

Not letting the wookie win: The LAT has a front-page photo of a man in a Chewbacca costume handcuffed and being led to an LAPD car. Police say the man was harassing tourists outside Grauman's Chinese Theatre. People dressed as various movie characters pose for pictures with tourists for tips, but when one tour guide asked the Chewbacca to stop bothering two Japanese tourists, he lost it. "He yelled at me, 'Nobody tells this wookiee what to do!' " and then head-butted him, the guide said. Said LucasFilm: "We are disappointed that someone dressed as Chewbacca would behave in this way."



war stories
There Are Four Iraq Wars
How many of them can we win?
By Phillip Carter
Friday, February 9, 2007, at 11:51 AM ET 
I came home from Iraq in September 2006 with a paradox ($) on my mind: How was it that we were making tangible progress in developing Iraq's security forces, government, and economy, yet the overall security situation was worsening? 

Thanks to Defense Secretary Robert Gates, I now have an answer: Our strategic stagnation results from the fact that we are fighting four wars, not one. According to Gates: "One is Shi'a on Shi'a, principally in the south; the second is sectarian conflict, principally in Baghdad, but not solely; third is the insurgency; and fourth is al Qaida, and al Qaida is attacking, at times, all of those targets." The multifaceted nature of these four wars has frustrated American strategy since 2003. Successes in one area produce setbacks in the others, with al-Qaida hovering above the fray to spoil progress whenever it threatens to bring stability to Iraq, as they did by bombing the al-Askari Mosque in Samarra in February 2006 after the successful Iraqi elections. Consequently, any strategies implementing the "counterinsurgency playbook," smart as those plans may be, will necessarily prove insufficient because we aren't just fighting an insurgency anymore. 

Gates' first war in the south is a classic internecine political struggle between Shiite factions seeking dominance over the south's oil-rich land and its religiously significant cities such as Najaf and Karbala. American politicians and generals have struggled mightily to control these tensions since 2003; Coalition Provisional Authority proconsul Paul Bremer spent enormous amounts of time juggling the interests and intrigues of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, rebel cleric Muqtada Sadr, and secular Shiite aspirants to power like Ayad Allawi and Ahmad Chalabi. Today, the problem is that Iraq is governed by a fragile Shiite coalition, led by Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, which relies on all kinds of Shiite groups for its power. Any efforts to stamp out the Shiite-on-Shiite conflict will inflame Maliki's base and possibly destroy his government. The same is true of efforts to neutralize Sadr and his Jaish al-Mahdi militia. Thus, stopping the first war would undermine the goal of building a legitimate and stable government for Iraq. 

The second war, the bloody sectarian conflict, is an even thornier question. The textbook approach for managing internal tension calls for a massive imposition of force and control, which is how Saddam kept order before his fall and how Tito controlled Yugoslavia. The United States has chosen not to do this, both because it lacks the troops in Iraq to impose order, and because it recognizes that such a police state would undermine its goals for creating a liberal democracy. So, the United States has opted instead for a lighter approach, seeking a "political" solution to the sectarian conflict that would bring together warring Shiite and Sunni factions. However, every attempt to reach out to Sunni militants is impeded by simultaneous U.S. efforts to crush the Sunni insurgency, and every attempt to rein in the Shiite militias threatens the Shiite-dominated Iraqi government, so these political overtures invariably fail. 

Likewise, American efforts to implement "Counterinsurgency 101" to win the third war have faltered because they fail to deal with the other wars. Take, for instance, the much-touted effort to "stand up" the Iraqi security forces so we could "stand down" American forces. Indigenous army and police personnel have the requisite language, cultural, and political capability to effectively police their population. From Algeria to Malaya to the Balkans, successful peacemakers and counterinsurgents have achieved success by leveraging indigenous forces to provide security for the population. But in Iraq, this counterinsurgency strategy backfires. As Stephen Biddle wrote in Foreign Affairs, building the Iraqi army and police—a first step to beating insurgents—has merely trained and equipped the partisans fighting Iraq's sectarian civil war. The same can be said for our efforts to rebuild the Iraqi economy and infrastructure. Rebuilding the economy is essential to gaining the popular support needed to weaken the insurgency. But by ceding control over much of those projects to the nascent Iraqi government, driven by its sectarian pedigree, we ensured that those projects would be doled out inequitably. The resulting disparity between reconstruction in Sunni and Shiite areas has only provided more fuel for the sectarian civil war which now engulfs Iraq. 

Finally, we have the fourth war with al-Qaida. Gates rightly suggests that they play the role of spoiler in Iraq, intervening whenever and wherever they detect progress with a spectacular attack, such as the August 2003 bombing of the U.N. compound in Baghdad or the February 2006 Samarra mosque bombing. However, what's less appreciated is the interplay between coalition efforts to crush al-Qaida (a Sunni Muslim terrorist organization), contradictory efforts to make peace with or destroy native Iraqi Sunni insurgents, and the larger effort to enfranchise Sunnis as part of the Iraqi government. Counterinsurgency expert Ahmed Hashim writes that the ham-fisted U.S. military often conflated these goals during its initial efforts in 2003 and 2004, creating a general animus toward the United States among Iraqi Sunnis that persists today. Ironically, al-Qaida and its foreign militants are quite unpopular in Iraq. Most Iraqis I met in Diyala (both Sunni and Shiite) considered al-Qaida to be outsiders and troublemakers. Nonetheless, coalition moves against al-Qaida are popularly seen by Iraqis as attacks on Sunnis generally, and they tend to undermine America's larger efforts to bring Sunnis into the fold. 

America has sacrificed more than 3,000 men and women, and $500 billion, to fight a war in Iraq that we have never fully understood. For nearly a year, senior administration officials refused to use the phrases "insurgency" or "guerilla war," only changing their rhetoric when their top general in the Middle East contradicted them publicly. Today, it is clear that Iraq has mutated into something more than just an insurgency or civil war, and it will take much more than cherry-picking counterinsurgency's "best practices" to win. Secretary Gates appears to be both intellectually honest and curious enough to find the right words to describe this war—these wars. Finding and executing the right strategies to fight them will be much tougher.



war stories
It's Time To Sharpen the Scissors
Breaking down the $739 billion defense budget.
By Fred Kaplan
Monday, February 5, 2007, at 6:59 PM ET 
The military budget that President Bush released today is much bigger than the official summaries let on. It's not $481.4 billion, as the Defense Department is claiming. No, a squint through the fine print of the White House and Pentagon budget documents reveals that the true request for new military-spending authority comes to $739 billion.

Measured in real terms (that is, adjusted for inflation), that's about one-third higher than the previous record for U.S. military spending, set in 1952, when more than 30,000 American soldiers were dying in the Korean War and the Pentagon was embarking on its massive Cold War rearmament drive.

Here's how the numbers crunch.

In the press release today, the Defense Department announced that it was requesting $481.4 billion from Congress for Fiscal Year 2008. However, it also asked for a supplemental of $141.7 billion to fight the "global war on terrorism" (which, in budget terms, means the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan).

This latter request is an instance of the Pentagon's new post-Rumsfeld fiscal honesty. Supplemental budget requests usually come midyear, when officials realize that more money will be needed to pay for emergencies or, in this case, combat operations. The new defense secretary, Robert Gates, had said the supplemental should be submitted along with the regular budget, to the extent possible. A good idea, but the two sums should be added together—for a total of $623.1 billion.

However, let's look again at the initial $481.4 billion. That's just the portion of military spending controlled by the Defense Department. According to the Office of Management and Budget's financial summaries (see Page 89), there's also $17.3 billion in "defense articles" for the Department of Energy (mainly related to nuclear-weapons laboratories) and $5.2 billion for other agencies (mainly the Federal Bureau of Investigation)—or an additional $22.5 billion.

Quite apart from the cost of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, that would put the baseline military budget not at $481.4 billion but rather at $503.9 billion. (The OMB's numbers for military "budget authority" are based on this measure.)

So, add the $141.7 billion supplemental to this number, and we get $645.6 billion.

There's one more add-on. The Pentagon is also asking $93.4 billion as a supplemental for war costs in the remainder of 2007. (The $50 billion supplemental that Rumsfeld requested last year for '07 turned out to fall a bit short.) Technically, this isn't part of the FY 2008 budget, but it is a new request for money.

Pile that on top, and we get $739 billion.

Of that amount, $235.1 billion is for the wars. (By the way, the total cost for these wars, with these two supplementals tacked on, now comes to $661.9 billion, and the Pentagon is asking for an additional $50 billion "allowance"—a term I've never seen in a budget document—for Fiscal Year 2009.) The new Congress will be inspecting this war cache carefully. But the other $503.9 billion of the FY 2008 budget is not for operations in Iraq or Afghanistan. Will anybody give it some scrutiny, too?

Here are some programs they could take a hard look at:


Missile defense. One of the Pentagon's budget documents released today, "Program Acquisition Costs by Weapon System," seems to show a slight cut in what was once the president's most cherished program, from $9.4 billion in FY 2007 to $8.9 billion in FY 2008. But a closer look reveals that the real total is $10.8 billion—a slightly smaller cut from last year's real total of $11 billion. (For details, click here.)

The point is, President Bush still wants to spend a gargantuan sum of money for missile defense—far more than for any other military program in the budget. This document also notes that by 2008 the number of actual deployed interceptors—missiles designed to shoot down missiles—will rise from 28 to 70. And yet, despite decades of development, this system is not remotely operational. Various elements of the system have had an uneven test record; the system as a whole has not been tested at all.

The Pentagon used to have a standard for weapons systems: "test before buy." They still do, for every weapons system except missile defense. This standard was made law several years ago by Sen. Carl Levin, D-Mich., who is now chairman of the Senate armed services committee. Maybe he can make the law universal.

Stealth fighters. The budget includes $4.6 billion to buy 20 F-22 Raptor fighter planes and $6.1 billion to buy 12 F-35 Joint Strike Fighters. Both are "stealth" planes, meaning they are contoured in a way to deflect (or minimize the reflection from) anti-air radars—thus making them if not entirely invisible, then extremely difficult to shoot down. The F-22 has a limited ability to hit targets on the ground, but it was designed mainly to shoot down enemy fighter planes from far distances. The F-35 is mainly a ground-attack plane.

The Pentagon plans to buy 177 F-22s at a total cost of more than $65 billion (measured in real 2005 dollars). Plans for the F-35 are a bit shakier, but they hover around 2,500 aircraft costing more than $100 billion.

Right now, no prospective enemy can shoot down our non-stealthy planes. We already have a handful of F-35s, dozens of F-22s, and a few dozen stealthy B-1 and B-2 bombers. Certainly we could at least postpone further production and use the money to address more urgent threats (or simply to save the money).

Ships and submarines. The budget requests $3.1 billion for a new aircraft carrier, $2.7 billion for a new Virginia-class submarine, and $3.4 billion to complete construction of two new DDG-1000 (formerly "DDX") destroyers. It's hard to leave the cruisers half-built, but do we really need another nuclear-powered carrier and submarine? The U.S. Navy is not stretched beyond its capacity (unlike, say, the Army); there is no maritime mission it can't fulfill; no other country has a navy that's remotely threatening. Again, do we really need these things now or, for that matter, over the next decade or so?

This is all a game of funny money to begin with. We could hardly afford any of these things, vital or not, if the Chinese stopped underwriting our debt. It's a bit much, under the circumstances, to spend tens of billions of dollars on threats that some analysts foresee 20 years beyond the horizon and that are, at most, hypothetical even then. 

Just because something is in the defense budget doesn't mean it's really needed for defense. By the same token, cutting the defense budget doesn't necessarily degrade defense. It's time to draw distinctions, make choices, and sharpen the knives.



sidebar

Return to article
The Pentagon's budget document, "Procurement Acquisition Costs by Weapon System," puts the cost of ballistic missile defense at $8.85 billion in Fiscal Year 2008. However, two missile-defense programs are cited as separate items because they are not controlled by the independent BMD Office: the Air Force's Space-Based Infra-red Satellite, which is budgeted at $1.07 billion, and the Army's Patriot/Medium Extended Air Defense System Combined Aggregate Program, for $933 million. All together, then, BMD totals $10.85 billion. Here's the comparison between FY 2007 and '08:
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