
New York’s Moonlighting Lawmakers

As I listened to President Obama 
on stage in Charlotte, N.C., Thursday 
night, I thought back to the days more 
than four years ago, when he spoke at 
a Jefferson-Jackson dinner in Iowa, or 
on the night he won the caucuses of that 
state. There was his romantic vision, the 
possibility of transformational change.

I don’t know if we are worse off now 
than we were back then, but we were 
certainly worse off then than we knew. 
The financial crisis of the past years has 
exposed debilitating flaws in our way 
of life. It’s exposed the crushing burden 
of debt and the unsustainability of our 
entitlement system. It’s exposed flaws 
in our style of capitalism — the over-
reliance on finance, the concentration of 
power. It exposed a widening education 
gap; the educated have recovered from 
the recession while the unskilled fall 
further behind. It exposed even deeper 
dysfunctions in our political system.

Obama was rhetorically grand back 
then, but many of us have spent this 
year looking for even bigger strategies 
and policies.

The Republicans understand the se-
verity of our economic problems, but 
they put too much faith in tax cuts. The 
Republicans understand that unless 
Medicare is reformed, it will swallow 
everything else, though judging from 
their convention, they are too timid to 
explain the problem or champion their 
own plan.

So, as I looked to President Obama’s 
speech Thursday night, I was looking to 
see if he was capable of a new burst of 
change.

There were parts of his speech that 
raised the old expectations. I liked the 
emphasis he put not on himself but on 
the word “you” — the idea that change 
comes organically from the bottom up. 
I liked his extraordinary self-awareness, 
his willingness to admit that often life 
on the campaign trail requires candi-
dates to do silly things. I liked the sense 
of citizenship that pervaded his address, 
the sense of mutual obligation.

But what I was mostly looking for 
were big proposals, big as health care 
was four years ago. I had spent the three 
previous days watching more than 80 
convention speeches without hearing a 
single major policy proposal in any of 
them. I asked governors, mayors and 
legislators to name a significant law that 
they’d like to see President Obama pass 
in a second term. Not one could. At its 
base, this is a party with a protective 
agenda, not a change agenda — dedi-
cated to defending government in all its 
forms.

The Obama speech offered some 
important if familiar hints of big pol-
icy ideas. There was a vague hint of a 
major tax reform. There was a vague 
promise to accept an agreement based 
on the principle of the Simpson-Bowles 
committee on deficit reduction. But it’s 
hard to be enthusiastic about President 
Obama truly championing initiatives 
that get no more than a sentence or a 
clause.

Over all, the speech had a fierce op-
position toward the Republicans and a 
desire for incremental continuity about 
what the Democrats themselves would 
offer. Worse, the speech was dominated 
by unexplained goals that were often 
worthy, but also familiar, modest and 
incommensurate with the problems at 
hand. The government should help more 
students attend community colleges. It 
should recruit more math and science 
teachers. These are good existing pro-
grams, but these are not policies to pin-
ion a presidency around.

It would be nice if exports doubled. 
It would be nice if deficits came down 
gradually over the next 10 years. But 
the goals President Obama set in these 
spheres will probably be met if every-
body in Washington carried on the status 
quo. They do not entail big change.

President Obama offered other small 
and worthy ideas, familiar to him since 
his days in the Senate, that would make 
America better — more long-lasting 
batteries, more trade agreements. But 
these are improvements fit for countries 
that are already firmly on the right track.

The country that exists is not on the 
right track. It has a completely dysfunc-
tional political system. What was there 
in this speech that will make us think 
the next few years will be any different? 
America will only be governable again 
if there is a leader who breaks the mold 
and reframes the debate. Romney is un-
likely to do that, and Obama’s speech 
didn’t offer much either.

Thursday night’s speech showed the 
character and his potential. It didn’t 
show audacity and the fulfillment of that 
potential.

Bill Clinton’s speech at the Demo-
cratic National Convention was a re-
markable combination of pretty serious 
wonkishness — has there ever been a 
convention speech with that much pol-
icy detail? — and memorable zingers. 
Perhaps the best of those zingers was 
his sarcastic summary of the Republi-
can case for denying President Obama 
re-election: “We left him a total mess. 
He hasn’t cleaned it up fast enough. So 
fire him and put us back in.”

Great line. But is the mess really get-
ting cleaned up?

The answer, I would argue, is yes. 
The next four years are likely to be 
much better than the last four years — 
unless misguided policies create another 
mess.

In saying this, I’m not making ex-
cuses for the past. Job growth has been 
much slower and unemployment much 
higher than it should have been, even 
given the mess Mr. Obama inherited. 
More on that later. But, first, let’s look 
at what has been accomplished.

On Inauguration Day 2009, the U.S. 
economy faced three main problems. 
First, and most pressing, there was a cri-
sis in the financial system, with many of 
the crucial channels of credit frozen; we 
were, in effect, suffering the 21st-centu-
ry version of the bank runs that brought 
on the Great Depression. Second, the 
economy was taking a major hit from 
the collapse of a gigantic housing bub-
ble. Third, consumer spending was be-
ing held down by high levels of house-
hold debt, much of which had been run 
up during the Bush-era bubble.

The first of these problems was re-
solved quite quickly, thanks both to lots 
of emergency lending by the Federal 
Reserve and, yes, the much maligned 
bank bailouts. By late 2009, measures of 
financial stress were more or less back 
to normal.

This return   at extremely low levels 
for years, so the overhang of excess 
construction from the bubble years is 
long past — and it looks as if a housing 
recovery has already begun. Household 
debt is still high by historical standards, 
but the ratio of debt to G.D.P. is way 
down from its peak, setting the stage 
for stronger consumer demand looking 
forward.

And what about business investment? 
It has actually been recovering rapidly 
since late 2009, and there’s every reason 
to expect it to keep rising as businesses 
see rising demand for their products.

So, as I said, the odds are that barring 
major mistakes, the next four years will 
be much better than the past four years.

Does this mean that U.S. economic 
policy has done a good job? Not at all.

Bill Clinton said of the problems Mr. 
Obama confronted on taking office, “No 
one could have fully repaired all the 
damage that he found in just four years.” 
If, by that, he meant the overhang of 
debt, that’s very much the case. But we 
should have had strong policies to mit-
igate the pain while households worked 
down their debt, as well as policies to 
help reduce the debt — above all, relief 
for underwater homeowners.

The policies we actually got were far 
from adequate. Debt relief, in particular, 
has been a bust — and you can argue 
that this was, in large part, because the 
Obama administration never took it se-
riously.

But, that said, Mr. Obama did push 
through policies — the auto bailout and 
the Recovery Act — that made the slump 
a lot less awful than it might have been. 
And despite Mitt Romney’s attempt to 
rewrite history on the bailout, the fact is 
that Republicans bitterly opposed both 
measures, as well as everything else the 
president has proposed.

So Bill Clinton basically had it right: 
For all the pain America has suffered on 
his watch, Mr. Obama can fairly claim 
to have helped the country get through a 
very bad patch, from which it is starting 
to emerge 
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Voter Suppression, Then and Now
New Haven

SUPPRESSING the black vote is 
a very old story in America, and 
it has never been just a Southern 
thing.

In 1840, and again in 1841, the for-
mer Frederick Bailey, now Frederick 
Douglass, walked a few blocks from his 
rented apartment on Ray Street in New 
Bedford, Mass., to the town hall, where 
he paid a local tax of $1.50 to register to 
vote. Born a slave on Maryland’s East-
ern Shore in 1818, Douglass escaped 
in an epic journey on trains and ferry 
boats, first to New York City, and then 
to the whaling port of New Bedford in 
1838.

By the mid-1840s, he had emerged as 
one of the greatest orators and writers 
in American history. But legally, Doug-
lass began his public life by committing 

what today we would consider voter 
fraud, using an assumed name.Kevin 
Stanton

It was a necessary step: when he reg-
istered to vote under his new identity, 
“Douglass,” a name he took from Sir 
Walter Scott’s 1810 epic poem “Lady of 
the Lake,” this fugitive slave was effec-
tively an illegal immigrant in Massachu-
setts. He was still the legal “property” 
of Thomas Auld, his owner in St. Mi-
chaels, Md., and susceptible, under the 
federal fugitive slave law, to capture and 
return to slavery at any time.

It was a risky move. If required, the 
only identification Douglass could give 
the registrar may have been his address 
in the town directory. He possessed two 
pieces of paper, which would only have 
endangered him more. One was a fraud-
ulent “Seaman’s Protection Paper,” 
which he had borrowed in Baltimore 
from a retired free black sailor named 
Stanley, who was willing to support the 
young man’s escape.

The second was a brief three-line cer-
tification of his marriage to Anna Mur-
ray, his free black fiancée, who joined 
him in New York just after his escape. 
A black minister, James Pennington, 
himself a former fugitive slave, married 
them, but on the document he called 
them Mr. and Mrs. “Johnson.” Douglass 
was at least the fourth name Frederick 
had used to distract the authorities on his 
quest for freedom. He once remarked 
that a fugitive slave had to adopt vari-
ous names to survive because “among 
honest men an honest man may well be 
content with one name … but toward fu-
gitives, Americans are not honest.”

TO read the news, one might 
think that the “perp walk” was 
a necessary rite in the career 
of a New York State legislator. 

Eighteen Albany lawmakers have left 
office as a result of criminal charges or 
ethical misconduct since 1999, accord-
ing to the government-reform organiza-
tion Citizens Union — a run that the or-
ganization appropriately terms a “crime 
wave.” There are many reasons to ac-
count for this dismal record, but one 
in particular concerns a practice that, 
at first glance, may seem endearingly 
quaint: the legislators are part-timers.

That has been the case since colonial 
times, when lawmakers traveled to the 
state capital just twice a year and had 
limited legislative responsibilities, for 
which they received part-time pay. But 
there is an important catch to the tra-
dition. Because these “citizen lawmak-
ers” work only a few days a week, they 
also are permitted to have lucrative day 
jobs — including anything from broad 
consulting or legal work to key roles at 
companies or organizations that may 
benefit directly from the legislative ac-
tivity in Albany. And that’s a situation 
that, by its nature, invites potential con-

flicts of interest.
One result? In just the past five years, 

three current or former state senators 
and three current or former members of 
the State Assembly have been convicted 
of, or charged with, corruption that in 
some way concerned their outside em-

ployment.
To halt this unhappy trend, Gov. 

Andrew M. Cuomo signed important 
reform legislation last summer that, in 
part, requires legislators to fully disclose 
their outside income and creates a new 
independent monitor to help investigate 
any breaches. That’s a good start, cer-
tainly. But if we are to get serious about 
uprooting corruption in Albany, the next 
step is to make service as a legislator a 
full-time job and ban outside sources of 
employment and income altogether for 
our public officials. Such a bill, indeed, 
was introduced last year in the State 
Senate, but it now languishes in com-
mittee. It’s time to resurrect and pass it.

If such an idea seems radical, there’s 
an obvious template for it right now: 
the United States Congress. Members 

of Congress are prohibited from earn-
ing outside income above 15 percent 
of their yearly Congressional salaries, 
and from serving as officers or board 
members for compensation. In addition, 
members are not permitted to be affil-
iated with professional services firms 
(such as law or consulting practices).

Congress may have its own set of 
problems, but they pale compared with 
the recurring criminal corruption scan-
dals found in the New York State Legis-
lature. While no other state has entirely 
prohibited its legislators from having 
outside employment income, all place 
at least some restriction on, or require 
some disclosure of, lawmakers’ con-
flicts of interest, according to the Na-
tional Conference of State Legislatures.

Some New York residents will no 
doubt find it distasteful to pay Albany’s 
lawmakers more in the aim of limit-
ing corruption. (Currently, annual base 
salaries are below $80,000.) But then, 
don’t New Yorkers want the people en-
trusted with managing $132 billion of 
their money each year to have their in-
terests at heart full time?
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Should this fugitive, who had com-
mitted the crime of stealing his own 
freedom and living under false identi-
ties, have been allowed to vote? Voting 
reforms in recent decades had broad-
ened the franchise to include men who 
did not hold property but certainly not 
to anyone who was property.

Fortunately for Douglass, at the time 
Massachusetts was one of only five 
Northern states that allowed suffrage for 
“free” blacks (the others were Vermont, 
Maine, New Hampshire and Rhode Is-
land).

Blacks in many other states weren’t 
so lucky. Aside from Maine, every state 
that entered the Union after 1819 ex-
cluded them from voting. Four North-
ern states — New York, Ohio, Indiana 
and Wisconsin — had reaffirmed earlier 
black voter exclusion laws by the early 
1850s. A few blacks actually voted in 

New York, but only if they could pass 
a stiff property qualification. The sheer 
depth of racism at the base of this sto-
ry is remarkable, since in no Northern 
state at the time, except New Jersey, did 
blacks constitute more than 2 percent of 
the population.

We do not know when Douglass 
cast his first vote. It might have been in 
1840, in the famous “log cabin and hard 
cider” campaign mounted by the Whig 
Party for its candidate, Gen. William 
Henry Harrison. If so, he likely support-
ed the Liberty Party’s James G. Birney, 
who represented the first genuinely anti-
slavery party, however small, in Ameri-
can history; it achieved some strength in 
the Bay State.

In 1848 he spoke at the national con-
vention of the newly formed Freesoil 
Party, and after 1854, haltingly at first 
and later wholeheartedly, he joined and 
worked for the new antislavery coali-
tion known as the Republican Party, 
which ran and elected Abraham Lincoln 
in 1860. To this day, that “Grand Old 
Party” still calls itself the “party of Lin-
coln” and still claims Frederick Doug-
lass as one of its black founders.

And indeed Douglass saw himself as 
a founder of that party, but only many 
years after a group of English anti-
slavery friends purchased his freedom 
in 1846 for £150 ($711 at the time in 
American dollars). Douglass was in the 
midst of a triumphal two-year speaking 
tour of Ireland, Scotland and England; 
when he returned to America in 1847, 
he moved to New York in possession of 
his official “manumission papers.” He 
was free and legal, eventually owned 

property and could vote. Valued and 
purchased as a commodity, he could 
now claim to be a citizen.

Who Votes?A series about the com-
plexities of voters and voting.

In Douglass’s greatest speech, the 
Fourth of July oration in 1852, he ar-
gued that often the only way to de-
scribe American hypocrisy about race 
was with “scorching irony,” “biting 
ridicule” and “withering sarcasm.” To-
day’s Republican Party seems deeply 
concerned with rooting out voter fraud 
of the kind Douglass practiced. So, with 
Douglass’s story as background, I have 
a modest proposal for it. In the 23 states 
where Republicans have either enacted 
voter-ID laws or shortened early voting 
hours in urban districts, and consistent 
with their current reigning ideology, 
they should adopt a simpler strategy of 
voter suppression.

 To those potentially millions of 
young, elderly, brown and black regis-
tered voters who, despite no evidence of 
voter fraud, they now insist must obtain 
government ID, why not merely offer 
money? Pay them not to vote. Give each 
a check for $711 in honor of Frederick 
Douglass. Buy their “freedom,” and the 
election. Call it the “Frederick Douglass 
Voter Voucher.”

Give people a choice: take the money 
and just not vote, or travel miles without 
easy transportation to obtain a driver’s 
license they do not need. It’s their “lib-
erty”; let them decide how best to use it. 
Perhaps they will forget their history as 
much as the Republican Party seems to 
wish the nation would.

Such an offer would be only a mar-
ginal expense for a “super PAC” — plus 
a bit more to cover the lawyers needed 
to prove it legal under federal election 
law — and no one would have to know 
who paid for this generous effort to 
stop fraud. Once and for all, the right 
can honestly declare what the Supreme 
Court has allowed it to practice: that 

voters are commodities, not citizens.
And, if the Republican Party wins 

the election in November, this plan will 
give it a splendid backdrop for next 
year’s commemoration of the 150th an-
niversary of its great founder’s Emanci-
pation Proclamation.
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