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OTHERS SAY

Budgets and bad faith
O

ver the past couple of months Republi-
cans have passed or proposed three big 
budget initiatives. First, they enacted a 

springtime-for-plutocrats tax cut that will show-
er huge benefits on the wealthy while offering a 
few crumbs for ordinary families—crumbs that 
will be snatched away after a few years, so that it 
ends up becoming a middle-class tax hike.

Then they signed on to a what-me-worry 
budget deal that will blow up the budget deficit 
to levels never before seen except during wars or 
severe recessions.

Finally, the Trump administration released a 
surpassingly vicious budget proposal that would 
punish not just the vulnerable but also most 
working families.

Looking at all of this should make you very 
angry; it certainly infuriates me. But my anger 
isn’t mostly directed at Republicans. It’s directed 
at their enablers, the professional cen-
trists, both-sides pundits, and news 
organizations that spent years refus-
ing to acknowledge that the modern 
GOP is what it so clearly is.

Which is not to say that Republi-
cans should be let off the hook.

To be sure, American history is 
full of politicians and parties that 
pursued what we would now call nefarious 
ends. After all, the pre-Civil War Democratic 
Party—which shares nothing but a name with 
today’s Democrats—was largely devoted to the 
cause of preserving slavery. But I can’t think of a 
previous example of a party that so consistently 
acted in bad faith, pretending to care about things 
it didn’t, pretending to serve goals that were the 
opposite of its actual intentions.

You may recall, for example, the grim warn-
ings from leading Republicans about the dangers 
of budget deficits, with Paul Ryan, the speaker of 
the House, declaring that our “crushing burden 
of debt” would create an economic crisis. Then 
came the opportunity to pass a $1.5 trillion tax 
cut targeted on the rich, and suddenly all worries 
about the deficit temporarily disappeared.

Now that the tax cut is law, deficit-hawk rhet-
oric is back—not as a reason to reconsider those 
tax breaks, but as a reason to cut food stamps 
and Medicaid. You knew this was going to hap-
pen, although even I expected the fake deficit 
hawks to wait a little longer before resuming 
their act.

You may also recall how Republicans posed 
as defenders of Medicare, accusing the Obama 
administration of planning to cut $500 billion 
from the program to pay for the Affordable Care 
Act. The legislation did in fact seek substantial 
savings in Medicare, for example by ending 
over-payments to insurance companies. But so 
did Republican proposals. And Donald Trump, 
who promised during the campaign not to cut 
Medicare or Medicaid, is now proposing hun-
dreds of billions more in Medicare cuts and truly 
draconian cuts in Medicaid.

Why have Republicans become so over-

whelmingly the party of bad faith? (And not just 
about budgets; remember when Republicans 
cared deeply about a president’s sexual morali-
ty?) The main answer is probably that the party’s 
true agenda, dictated by the interests of a handful 
of super-wealthy donors, would be very unpopu-
lar if the public understood it. So the party must 
consistently lie about its priorities and intentions.

Whatever the reasons for GOP bad faith, how-
ever, its reality has been apparent for a long time.

Yet the gatekeepers of our public discourse 
spent years being willfully blind to this reality. 

Take, for example, the Committee for 
a Responsible Federal Budget, a think 
tank that, to be fair, can be a useful 
resource for budget analysis. Still, 
I can’t forget that back in 2010 the 
committee gave Paul Ryan—whose 
fraudulence was obvious from the 
beginning to anyone who actually 
read his proposals—an award for 

fiscal responsibility.
And even now the committee is busy pon-

tificating about the need to reform the “budget 
process.” Let’s get real, OK? The problem isn’t the 
process, it’s the Republicans.

Meanwhile, many news organizations—
which, by the way, gave Ryan years of adoring 
coverage—treat recent GOP actions as if they 
are some kind of aberration, a departure from 
previous principles. They aren’t. Republicans 
are what they always were: They never cared 
about deficits. They always wanted to dismantle 
Medicare, not defend it. They just happen not to 
be who they pretended to be.

T
here’s no mystery about why many peo-
ple won’t face up to the reality of Re-
publican bad faith. Washington is full of 

professional centrists whose public personas 
are built around a carefully cultivated image of 
standing above the partisan fray, which means 
that they can’t admit that while there are dis-
honest politicians everywhere, one party basi-
cally lies about everything. News organizations 
are intimidated by accusations of liberal bias, 
which means that they try desperately to show 
“balance” by blaming both parties equally for all 
problems.

But our job, whether we’re policy analysts 
or journalists, isn’t to be balanced. It’s to tell the 
truth. And while Democrats are hardly angels, 
at this point in American history the truth has a 
well-known liberal bias.
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Paul Krugman, who won the 2008 Nobel Prize 
in economics, writes for the New York Times.

A certain connection
Bridge over troubled waters

N
O, THE nation can’t be turned 
into a museum, nor a series of 
monuments. Not every acre 

trodden on by Civil War soldiers can 
be set aside. Washington slept in a lot 
of places. As a songwriter of note once 
put it, turn us all into Methuselah, and 
where are we gonna park?

A nation moves onward. Especially a 
young energetic nation such as this. Al-
ways building and rebuilding, creating 
and recreating. And to do that, some 
things must be torn down.

Emphasis on “some.”
The old Broadway Bridge in down-

town Little Rock came tumbling down, 
eventually, and was replaced by some-
thing shiny and new and even pret-
ty in its own way as we get used to it. 
The River Market has been born again, 
thanks to city planners who knew what 
they were doing. There’s a new library 
going up in Sherwood. Onward!

But even June brides need some-
thing old to go with something new.

Once again, we don’t understand 
why the government needs to tear 
down the Old White River Bridge in 
Clarendon. It seems that maybe the pa-
perwork was in order and somebody 
signed in the right place and the gov-
ernment went into motion. And like a 
battleship, government doesn’t often 
turn on a dime. Call it momentum.

But those who oppose the bridge’s 
final demise have their own momen-
tum. And they’ve taken to the public 

prints to express their desires to keep 
the thing up. The other day, on these 
pages, the vice president of the Friends 
of the Historic White River Bridge 
noted that it’ll cost $11.3 million to tear 
down the bridge. But about half that to 
make it suitable for walking and biking 
and viewing.

We haven’t read how the old bridge 
is hurting anything. The new bridge is 
taking traffic now, and folks zip along 
to points beyond on their hurried way. 
But a handful of community leaders in 
Clarendon want to keep the old lady 
up, too, so folks can go a little slower 
on her and take in the view. Which is 
tremendous. Imagine one day taking a 
sack lunch to watch the Big Woods be-
low, and the bear and deer at play.

Or taxpayers can put up twice as 
much money to blow it away.

Aw, let’s keep the old gal up. Sure-
ly there’s a United States senator or 
two, home on recess next week, who 
could tour the place, talk to the locals, 
and perhaps convince the agencies in 
charge to give this thing another think. 
Call the bridge not only a connection 
between two points on a map, but to 
our past. And, as the man once said of 
the past in the South, the past isn’t dead 
here, it’s not even past.

Or, as an alternative, maybe some-
body in the bureaucracy could come up 
with a good reason why the old bridge 
must come down. And share that rea-
son with the rest of us.

Paul
Krugman

Loose Bannon

I
N THE if-you-don’t-laugh-you’ll-cry 
department, comes now the one 
and (thankfully) only Steve Bannon, 

who we thought left the news columns 
months ago.

The latest from Mr. Bannon: He 
appeared in front of the House Intelli-
gence Committee—under a subpoena 
the panel issued on the spot after he 
showed up—and answered questions. 
Sorta. Members asked him questions 
about the Trump administration’s tran-
sition into the White House and pos-
sible Russian meddling therein, but 
Mr. Bannon would only answer with 
a list of 25 prewritten questions that he 
brought with him. And every answer to 
all 25 questions was “no.”

The decidedly former adviser to the 
president supposedly claimed executive 
privilege that the president has never of-
ficially invoked. Huh? And can anybody 
invoke presidential executive privilege 
concerning the transition stage before 

a president takes the oath of office? Is 
there such thing as executive-elect priv-
ilege? According to the account in Ar-
kansas’ Newspaper Friday: “Panel mem-
bers [in the House] on both sides of the 
aisle also stressed that Bannon could 
not cite nonexistent privilege as an ex-
cuse to avoid their questions.”

As so many things do, this bad com-
edy sketch reminded us of something 
from an editorial writer of note writ-
ten many years ago. We could almost 
reprint this on a daily basis, and just 
might:

“Here politics is purged of all men-
ace, all sinister quality, all genuine sig-
nificance, and stuffed with such gor-
geous humors, such inordinate farce 
that one comes to the end of a cam-
paign with one’s ribs loose, and ready 
for King Lear or a hanging, or a course 
of medical journals.”

—H.L. Mencken, “On Being an 
American.”

That’ll get attention
THE SAN DIEGO UNION-TRIBUNE

Assembly members Lorena Gonzalez 
Fletcher, D-San Diego, and Kevin McCa-
rty, D-Sacramento, have introduced leg-
islation that would ban organized tackle 
football in California until high school. 
This will certainly draw ferocious push-
back from football fans, those who think 
government shouldn’t micromanage 
family decisions and the vast majority 
of adults who enjoyed playing the sport 
growing up and didn’t end up with brain 
damage. But in a nation in which more 
than 2 million kids play in youth football 
leagues, the lawmakers have identified 
a genuine public health issue that de-
mands attention.

The case of Tyler Cornell illustrates 
why. His mother, Jo Cornell of Rancho 
Bernardo, is one of two California moth-
ers suing the Pop Warner youth football 
organization. Her son loved football, but 
Cornell believes that the chronic trau-
matic encephalopathy (CTE) found in 
his brain after he became depressed 

and committed suicide at age 25 con-
tributed to his death. He played football 
from when he was 8 to 17 but was nev-
er diagnosed with a concussion, a sign 
that the cumulative effects of the brain 
being jarred by relatively minor hits can 
wreak the same long-term harm as tack-
les involving savage blows to the head. A 
Wake Forest School of Medicine study 
of the brains of 8- to 13-year-old boys 
who played football—none of whom 
suffered concussions—found changes 
associated with brain injuries.

This is not to say ban football now 
and forever. It’s to say that for all the 
newfound awareness about concus-
sions—leading to protocols being estab-
lished from leagues for 5-year-olds to the 
NFL—coaches, parents and players still 
need to understand the risks better. Even 
if Gonzalez Fletcher’s and McCarty’s 
bill never advances out of committee, 
if it promotes a better understanding of 
youth brain injuries, then it will have had 
a positive effect.

Take State off chopping block
BLOOMBERG VIEW

P
resident Donald Trump’s latest propos-
al to eviscerate the State Department’s 
budget may already be dead on arrival in 

Congress. It’s nonetheless a reminder of how 
the administration’s failure to take diplomacy 
seriously is undermining its own strategic goals.

Barely two months after warning in its new 
National Security Strategy of “growing political, 
economic and military competitions,” the White 
House has delivered a foreign-affairs budget that 
amounts to diplomatic disarmament. It calls for 
a 29 percent cut to U.S. diplomatic and foreign 
aid spending next year—the most to any federal 
department.

More than one-third of the State Depart-
ment’s 150 positions requiring Senate confirma-
tion remain empty. The U.S. has no ambassador 
in Seoul to blunt North Korea’s recent charm 
offensive, nor in Egypt, Jordan, Turkey and 
numerous other hot spots. Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson’s controversial restructuring of 
the State Department has driven away some of 
America’s best and brightest young officers.

More broadly, the president’s erratic rhetoric 
has tainted global opinion of the U.S. and threat-
ens to turn a decline in soft power into an out-
right deficit. On recent trips to the Middle East 
and Latin America, Tillerson’s effort to advance 
the fight against shared threats was undercut by 
Trump’s angry denunciations of U.S. partners as 

“laughing at us” and U.S. aid as a waste of money.
For all its failings, the Trump team’s strategic 

vision isn’t completely off-base. The return of 
greater geopolitical competition is real and de-
mands a smart, cost-effective approach. And the 
fact is, both in terms of personnel and spending 
as a percentage of federal outlays, the State De-
partment at the end of the Barack Obama years 
was at historic highs. But lopping off nearly 30 
percent of foreign-affairs spending in one blow 
makes no sense—especially if you think the 
world is so dangerous that defense spending 
must increase by 13 percent.

Congress can use upcoming budget hearings 
to safeguard proven programs and encourage 
prudent investments in a more efficient State 
Department. Tillerson’s plans for improving 
information technology and unifying efforts to 
promote investment in developing countries are 
both good starts that deserve support.

But Congress should also recognize that 
after more than a year in office, the Trump ad-
ministration still needs stiff reminders of why 
diplomacy is a serious and worthwhile taxpayer 
investment. One way to deliver that message: 
Use its constitutional power to reject dubious 
political ambassadorial picks whose selection 
threatens to undermine U.S. influence. With 
tight budgets, empty chairs and growing for-
eign-policy challenges, every appointment must 
count.

Doug
Highlight


