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Is there any trait more unattractive than the inability to admit error? 
When raising kids, one of the most important sentiments a parent can 
teach is, “I’m sorry; I was wrong.” As we try on different Republican 
presidential candidates and compare them with The One, it is important 

to keep in mind exactly how low the bar has been set. Lofty words from a man who 
brought us the loss of more than three million jobs, the longest post-Depression job 
creation coma, and extraordinarily unpopular, controversial, and expensive health-
care legislation. Granted, these are rather large strikes against President Obama, 
but we all get some things wrong. The important point, as our parents taught us, is 
to recognize and admit our errors and then move to fix them. Yet, during a recent 
interview on CBS, the leader of the free world went the other direction, saying: “I 
didn’t overpromise. And I didn’t underestimate how tough this was going to be.”

Things are going from bad to worse for Speaker Boehner and the House 
Republicans. It hasn’t exactly been smooth sailing for the Speaker over 
the last two years since all his Tea Party freshmen hit town. The House 
rejection Tuesday of the bill overwhelmingly agreed upon in the Senate 

(89-10) to enact a compromise on the extension of the middle class tax cuts and 
unemployment payments was a shock—maybe even to Boehner when his caucus re-
volted over the weekend. Anyone who is watching the inmates take over the asylum 
that is becoming the Republican caucus has got to fear for the country—and the Re-
publican Party. If the House Republicans are responsible for raising taxes this year 
on the middle class, taking $1,500 out of their pockets as a little Christmas present, 
they will send the very clear message that they do the bidding of the millionaires 
and billionaires but put coal in the stockings of working families.

Former Gov. Mitt Romney’s consistency in the polls is a sign of the vot-
ers’ long-term, durable familiarity and comfort with him, his background, 
and, most importantly, his policies. Those policies can be summarized 
in six little words: small government, low taxes, national security. Many 

pundits believe that since other candidates have been able to catch fire in the polls 
from time to time, while Mitt has stayed slow and steady in the mid-20 percent 
range, it’s a sign of weakness of his candidacy. That’s wrong. GOP voters had fleet-
ing interests in many of the other candidates, but as soon as they got to know them 
better, that interest fell like a rock. The six little words are right in Mitt’s wheel-
house, giving him the ability to appeal to everyone in the big Republican tent.

Our friends working overtime at the post office this holiday season de-
serve a heap more respect than they have been given—by Congress and by 
extension, the public. With every Christmas card you write, think of how 
far it goes and the hands that take it there, for 44 cents. An obnoxious 

House Republican freshman, Joe Walsh of Illinois, should get a lump in his stock-
ing for insulting a constituent who works for the post office. He sneered at that ca-
reer as a “government job” to her face, with cameras there to record him shouting at 
her. Walsh is crazier than the rest of his class, but that’s not saying much. My con-
cern is his contempt could become contagious as Congress takes up “postal reform” 
next year. Beware postal reform. Dread it with all your might. Defend the Postal 
Service from oafs who don’t get what it’s all about.

BLOG BUZZ 
Recent chatter from the Thomas Jefferson Street bloggers, who weigh in on current events at usnews.com
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In Defense of the Post Office
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Natural Gas: 
America’s Energy 
Future?
It seems as if much, if not 
most, of the basic founda-
tion of our wealth lies in 
natural resources [Edi-
tor’s Note, Nov. 25]. The 
iron ores, copper, gold, 
petroleum, natural gas, 
coal, minerals, and numer-
ous other things are all a 
source of wealth. The abili-
ty of our temperate regions 
to grow crops, blessed by 
abundant sunlight, water, 
and good soil coupled with 
productive labor produce wealth. We 
have vast oceans, forests, and a variety 
of resources that are natural sources of 
wealth. All of these coupled with efficient 
labor establish a basis for all other func-
tions that produce additional wealth. If 
those who specifically want to protect 

the environment do not work in tandem 
with others to properly extract, develop, 
and produce these resources, we will be-
come slaves to others who will exploit 
our weaknesses and coming second-rate 
status. We must have pipelines, extract 
ore, petroleum, natural gas, harvest for-

ests, plow fields, produce 
cattle. We also must do so 
in such a way as to protect 
the resource and the fu-
ture generations. We do 
not flourish if we stop all 
development, ban all use, 
prevent any entry, stop any 
progress.

Michael Miller

Phoenix, Ariz.

Gas: Yes, but we need the 
authority to have compa-
nies reveal what chemicals 
they are using so the EPA 
can use the information 

to establish controls. [There should be] 
no pipeline through the United States. 
Drill, stay out of Alaska, and have strict 
control by EPA as to where they can drill 
on public land and pay royalties. Stay 
out of national parks and monuments.

Glen Carey Seattle, Wash. 

LETTERS@USNEWS.COM
  JOE RAEDLE—GETTY IMAGES 

What do you think 
will be the big sto-
ries next year and 
how will they play 
out? There are 

some large and consequential 
subjects on the table for 2012. 
Scary, even. For starters, there’s 
a presidential election. How’s 
that going to turn out? Who 
wins the GOP nomination? Does 
President Obama keep his chair? 
What about war with Iran? 
What are the odds? Will the euro 
finally implode and with what 
effect on the rest of us? Will the 
United States start to create 
jobs or do we stay depressingly 
stagnant? Any good news on the 
horizon? Will the iPad take over 
the world? Will we discover the 
Higgs boson? (And will some-
body remind me why that’s so 
important?) Please share your 
thoughts on what you think will 
be the big stories to come at 
editor@usnews.com.

By  Brian Kelly EDITOR’S NOTE
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W
hat happened to the American 
Century? I mean, what hap-
pened to that faith in the na-
tion’s high purpose and sense 

of direction that animated successive 
generations of Americans? They surfed 
the good times, endured the bad times. 
They took in their stride spectacular 
achievements like going to the moon and 
building the superhighway and inventing 
such marvels as flight, the Internet, and 
the biological factories where bacteria 
were put to work to make new medicines. 
And these Americans clung to their val-
ues and their optimism through the long 
Depression and wars hot and cold. It is 
no exaggeration to say the world watched 
in awe with never a doubt that the Ameri-
can can-do spirit would prevail.

It was exhilarating to watch. Some 50 
years ago, approximately 50 percent of 
the top quartile of the graduating classes 
of major Canadian universities sought to 
move to the United States, I among them. 
We were mesmerized and riveted by the 
dynamism, mobility, and opportunity in 
an American culture where it seemed that 
everyone, if he or she worked hard enough 
and had talent, could get ahead. To us, 
America was a country that cared much 
more about individuals being able to move 

up the socioeconomic ladder than where 
anybody started out or stood on it. I still 
love the land of my birth, but I was proud 
and thrilled to become an American citizen 
even though the immigration officer who 
processed my application asked if I would 
like to change my surname to a good Ameri-
can one. I was taken aback, and replied that 
I would like to change my name to Mark. 
He responded, “Mortimer Mark?” I said, 
“No, Mortimer Mark Benjamin Zucker-
man.” And that became my new legal name. 

How much dimmer are the outside 
views of America today and how deflat-
ed Americans themselves feel! Much of 
the public dialogue is about decline and 
recession and the dysfunctions of the po-
litical processes at all levels, so much so 
that even the normally buoyant people 
despair of our capacity to address the 
major issues of the day.

If there is one symptom of this break-
down of America’s competency and prag-
matism, it is the monumental failure to 
address the exploding deficits and debts. 
They not only burden the country today 
but will clearly weigh even more heavily 
in the future, given the demographics. 
Today we add $3 billion to our deficits 
every single day and have to borrow 39 
cents of every dollar we spend, according 

to former Sen. Alan Simpson, co-chair-
man of the bipartisan commission that 
was created by President Obama to try 
and get our deficits under control. In-
stead, the president walked away from 
their recommendations, even though, as 
Simpson said, “He was the one who asked 
us to write it [the report].”  

We know that with 79 million baby 
boomers now beginning to retire, our fis-
cal future is as dire as our fiscal present. 
Our situation brings to mind a character 
in an Ernest Hemingway novel who was 
asked, “How did you go bankrupt?” “Two 
ways,” he answered, “gradually and then 
suddenly.” We know that given the way we 
are going, sooner or later the confidence 
of investors in America will be eroded to 
the breaking point and the bond and other 
global financial markets will force an ad-
justment “first gradually and then sudden-
ly.” Putting us on a path where our national 
economy and government revenues will be 
growing faster than the debts we owe is not 
austerity, it is sanity and leadership. And 
leadership is what we lack.  

We didn’t get into this mess in the last 
three years. We have been wading deeper 
into it for a decade. I was hardly alone 
in worrying that we were going in the 
wrong direction: I began to bore myself 

We Must Reignite  
America’s 
Can-Do Spirit

EDITORIAL By  Mortimer B. Zuckerman 

http://www.usnews.com/subscribe


27 U.S.NEWS WEEKLY | DECEMBER 23, 2011 | www.usnews.com/subscribe « PREVIOUS PAGE  |  NEXT PAGE »CONTENTSPRINT

by writing so often, as others did, about 
the escalating deficits that Vice President 
Cheney told us didn’t matter. By the time 
Obama came to office amid a devastating 
financial meltdown not of his making, 
every unemployed worker, every bank-
rupt small business, every broken bank, 
every voter expected a truly dramatic 
change of course. True, the emergency 
rescue efforts begun by President Bush, 
and maintained by Obama, saved us 
from another Great Depression (though 
the Great Recession is no fun), and the 
banking stress tests helped still more to 
prevent a total collapse of confidence. 
Which makes it all the more baffling 
that the Obama administration should 
have abandoned confidence-building in 
favor of demonizing wealth creators. This 
is now an administration that demeans 
and discredits the private sector, and we 
now have a president who seems to worry 
more about his own political standing 
than about the country’s future; who 
spends more of his time campaigning 
than governing; whose rhetoric seeks to 
exploit divisions by blaming the rich and 
positioning them against the rest, as if his 
government is not part of the problem. 
He has begun his re-election campaign 
by stirring up the emotions of fear, envy, 
and resentment, invoking a class warfare 

that threatens us all. How far we have 
come from the rhetoric of hope that was 
the hallmark of his first campaign. Hope 
is a good breakfast but a poor supper. 

The natural ebullience of the American 
people has evaporated. People feel there is 
a vacuum at the heart of the country. The 
president has been enjoying a small rise in 
his approval ratings, still under 50 percent, 
but that’s mostly a reflection of unease 
about the uncertain Republican leadership 
that can’t make up its mind on the payroll 
tax relief: No, maybe yes, but make that no. 
The mood of the country is a mix of exas-
peration and exhaustion with Washington.

It’s such a stark contrast to the can-
do era. According to a recent Hill poll, 
almost 70 percent of respondents say 
the country is in decline; 83 percent in-
dicated they are very or somewhat con-
cerned about the future of the nation, 
and more than two thirds see the past 
decade as a period of decline. A country 
long celebrated for optimism amid ad-
versity is having trouble finding the spirit 
that saw it through times that were, in 
fact, much more menacing. Nothing, you 
would think, could induce and sustain 
long dark periods of depression, fear, and 
anxiety more than the prospect of the an-
nihilation of all human life in a nuclear 
exchange. That fear was never absent in 

the 40 years of confrontations with the 
Soviet Union, yet we are now experienc-
ing the longest bout of pessimism since 
we began recording the nation’s mood 
more than a half century ago..  

There is much about America that ought 
to cheer us. The United States remains the 
world’s largest economy. It is still the glob-

al leader in the volume of manufactured 
goods; it is still the world’s technological 
leader and the largest market for informa-
tion technology; it is still the world’s most 
innovative economy and home to 80 per-
cent of the world’s top universities; it is still 
the magnet it was for my fellow Canadian 
students and the top destination for foreign 
scholars, drawing many of the world’s best 
and brightest to our universities and labs. 

It is a chilling commentary on the level 
of our national confidence that having at-
tracted the brightest and the best, we don’t 
let them stay and work here. We must re-
conceptualize immigration as a recruiting 
opportunity to improve our human capital. 
It is crazy not to give permanent visas to 
the young Chinese, Indians, Brazilians, and 

Europeans who are job creators, not job 
destroyers, and want to stay here. We’ve 
known it for years, but there isn’t the na-
tional will to overcome a xenophobia that 
has so long frustrated the best efforts of the 
left and right wings to create a sound im-
migration policy. Sadly, it was something 
of a sensation when Newt Gingrich broke 
Republican ranks to speak up for decent 
treatment of immigrants long settled here. 

We need all the brains we can attract. 
We have lost our lead in large-scale, high-
tech manufacturing and watched almost 
helplessly as uncontrolled outsourcing to 
Asia over two decades has hollowed out 
much of America’s base of suppliers, fac-
tory managers, and skilled technicians. 
This is reflected in the dramatic turn-
around in trade in high-tech products, 
which has gone from a $29 billion sur-
plus in 2000 to a $54 billion trade defi-
cit by 2007. We seem to be indifferent to 
the state of our manufacturing industry, 
which has lost some 6 million blue-collar 
jobs over the last decade. Yes, we have 
Google and Microsoft and Facebook and 
Apple, but we are losing the manufactur-
ing of their products to plants outside the 
country—staffed, too often, by graduates 
of American colleges denied permission 
to stay here. 

We cannot be unaware of the erosion 

EDITORIAL

Political ideology, this time 
from the right, has interfered 

with the long tradition of 
public investment.
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of our industrial base and the shift of 
manufacturing jobs to India and China. 
We cannot be unaware of the shift to a 
service economy that privileges the bet-
ter educated, which means that schools 
are the primary policy instrument for 
enhancing both social mobility and our 
competitive position. We cannot be un-
aware that we must improve our stock 
of human capital, that the ZIP code you 
are born into shouldn’t determine your 
destiny, as it all too often does. We must 
never lose sight of the fact that education 
is more closely correlated with upward 
mobility than anything else and is the 
best solution to reducing excessive in-
equality that risks relegating our society 
into a class system.

Alas, economic policy, as well as social 
policy, has been suborned by ideology. 
What was politically possible 40 years 
ago is now out of the question. The pri-
vate sector continues to form thousands 
of start-ups that keep us at the cutting 
edge of many of the emerging product 
areas. But the United States is now a 
nanny state. Well-meaning liberal inter-
ventions to protect us from every imagin-
able risk now impose intolerable delays 
on enterprise. It takes almost two years 
on average to obtain the environmental, 
health, and safety permits to build a mod-

ern electronics plant, a lifetime in the 
tech world. Our patent system, always 
a great starting point for start-ups, now 
imposes long delays on inventors and en-
trepreneurs seeking approvals.

Political ideology, this time from the 
right, has again interfered with the long 
tradition of public investment to cre-
ate the conditions for private industrial 
growth. The transcontinental railway 
and the superhighways alike required 
public investment approved by Republi-
can presidents (Lincoln and Eisenhower) 
of the kind today’s Republicans would 
regard as anathema. Without govern-
ment investment initially, we’d not have 
had the original scientific breakthroughs 
such as genomic knowledge, information 
technologies, and the GPS network, nor 
the Internet where the Department of 
Defense led the development long before 
Google was created.

The public instinctively understands 
that something is deeply wrong, that lib-
erals refuse to acknowledge that we must 
live within our means and that govern-
ment can be part of the problem. Capi-
talism, after all, has been at the center 
of our prosperity and economic growth. 

Conservatives refuse to acknowledge that 
economic and social imbalances threaten 
our society and our union and that busi-
ness can be part of the problem, as Peggy 
Noonan recently wrote in the Wall Street 
Journal . Government will have to estab-
lish a framework that may be anathema 
to the vested interests of both parties. The 
public knows we have failed to deal with 
the problems of education, infrastructure, 
foreign trade, and industrial policy. It is 
disheartened at the inertia, at the failure 
to regain the momentum we had before 
the lost decade. And it knows with a sink-
ing feeling that for 11 months more we are 
not likely to get what we need. How can 
we expect a serious national nonpartisan 
conversation about opportunity and fair-
ness in a presidential campaign that will 
likely continue as a reality show of “got-
cha” moments. We must approach solving 
our fundamental problems with a can-do 
pragmatism and practicality.

Emerson once asserted that Ameri-
cans should be plain living and high 
thinking. But if it was plain thinking it 
was also high living. The United States, 
along with Europe, is now going to be 
forced to find new ways to pay down ac-

cumulated debt. Nothing can be ruled 
out, including higher taxes, if social sta-
bility is threatened by lingering high rates 
of unemployment that fall most heavily 
on the youth, adult males, and the un-
educated. Of course, for debt reduction 
to be feasible, we are going to have to 
look very carefully at the welfare state, 
and that means a total review of the costs 
and benefits of entitlements, especially 
healthcare delivery.  

As we embark on this process of un-
winding our excesses and reigniting our 
economy, the American public is look-
ing for a renewal and a leadership that 
will eschew the emotional slogans of the 
extremes, the ideologies of left and right 
long alien to American life. The presi-
dent we need should be unafraid to get 
booed, willing to risk a dip in the polls, 
eager even to wrestle with issues like 
immigration and public welfare. The 
candidate who deserves to win should 
be the one who will be straight with us. 
He won’t toe this or that party line, but 
he will try anything consistent with our 
values that restores our national belief 
in ourselves. Winston Churchill said it 
best: “The Americans will always do the 
right thing …  after they’ve exhausted all 
the alternatives.”

Well, they’ve been exhausted. l

EDITORIAL

Follow all our columnists at www.usnews.com/opinion.
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  KRISTOFFER TRIPPLAAR

The White House library, 
decorated for the holidays. 

THE BIG PICTURE
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