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It can be a difficult task to describe the irrationality that confronts us from the Left, but Roger 
Simon does a wonderful job of it. We use him to kick off today's Pickings where the theme is the 
growing realization in the media they made a mistake pushing the kid over the top. Who you 
ask? How about Howard Fineman, Doyle McManus, the Washington Post, and Bob Schieffer. 

Only last September, Sam Tanenhaus – editor of The New York Times Book Review – published a book 
entitled The Death of Conservatism. ... 

...Well, that’s the danger of topical political books. I feel sorry for Tanenhaus, in a way. How could he have 
known (well, maybe he should have) when writing his book nine or ten months ago that Barack Obama 
would now be manufacturing conservatives at a clip unparalleled in history? Our President is a veritable 
conservative mass production factory. And those conservatives, despite what Tanenhaus wrote, are Hell 
bent on conserving the traditional values of our society, including taxation with representation (thanks!), a 
common sense health care system, some modicum of transparency, and, now most clearly, honesty in 
national defense. (Treating Islamic radicalism as if it were house breaking is moronic behavior verging on 
national and cultural suicide. You don’t need to be “conservative” to see that.).  

Perhaps Tanenhaus should have written “The Death of Liberalism,” because that is what is going on all 
around us. And it is his own media that is creating its death, their own death, because it is they that created 
Barack Obama, bringing out of obscurity a man less qualified to be president than the proverbial “my dead 
grandmother.” ... 

...I don’t know if the terms conservative and liberal in general are useful anymore, but Obama is certainly 
simplifying that conundrum but destroying the latter. 

  
  
Rasmussen Reports compiled a year end review of their Strongly Approve/Strongly 
Disapprove poll. It is a devastating look at the country's understanding  that a group of amateurs 
have the reins of the executive branch. 

The president’s Approval Index ratings fell three points in December following two-point declines in both 
October and November. ... 

...As Congress has drawn closer to achieving the president’s goals on health care, unemployment also has 
been rising, and Obama’s ratings have reflected the turmoil. 

The number who Strongly Disapprove of the president’s performance inched up a point to 41% in 
December. The number who Strongly Approved fell two more points to 26%. That leads to a Presidential 
Approval Index rating of -15, a new low for Obama.  

Also in December, the president’s total approval dropped two points to 46%. His total disapproval gained a 
point to 53%. It’s worth noting that the Approval Index ratings have generally proven to be a good leading 
indicator of the president’s overall approval ratings.  

  
  
In Politico, Alex Isenstadt reports on the reasons liberals dislike Rasmussen's current polling. 
...In August, for example, Rasmussen asked respondents whether they agreed or disagreed with the 
statement “It’s always better to cut taxes than to increase government spending because taxpayers, not 
bureaucrats, are the best judges of how to spend their money.”  



 
“Why stop there, Rasmussen? Why not add a parenthetical phrase about how tax cuts regrow hair, whiten 
teeth, and ensure that your favorite team will win the Super Bowl this year?” responded Daily Kos blogger 
Steve Singiser, who frequently writes about polls. ... 
 
...Rasmussen, for his part, explained that his numbers are trending Republican simply because he is 
screening for only those voters most likely to head to the polls — a pool of respondents, he argues, that just 
so happens to bend more conservative this election cycle. ... 
  
  
Jennifer Rubin posts on the liberal criticisms of the Obami on this past Sunday's Face the 
Nation. 

On Face the Nation, there was some serious talk as to why the Christmas Day bombing is so perilous for the 
Obama team. It is not simply that once again Democrats may be perceived as weak on national security. 
There is a more basic issue now rumbling through not just conservative circles but also in the mainstream 
media: can these people be trusted to do much of anything? Jan Crawford took up the competency angle: 

The reason that’s an issue for Obama is that it goes to the bigger question of the competency of his 
government and the trust that people have in that government. You look at polls. Polls show that the trust in 
government is an all time low. Domestically, obviously, stimulus plan hasn’t worked. Unemployment is high. 
And so now we have a situation where a terrorist can get on an airplane, seemingly could have  been caught 
if some officials had just done a basic Google search of the database. And the Homeland Security secretary 
is insisting the system worked. 

...Bob Schieffer, not exactly a fire-breathing conservative, really laid into the Obami. The problem is not only 
competence but also trust. ... 

...When government officials insult us with spin they’re doing it on our dime, which is supposed to be used to 
operate the government, not to hold news conferences to tell us what a fine job people on the public payroll 
are doing. ... Real security is built on trust in government. That requires truth, which should be the beginning 
of government presentations, not the fallback position. ... 

Yowser. Now that’s a narrative that should concern the Obami. Unfortunately, one wonders if they know 
what to do with a problem not solvable by spin and attack-dog tactics. At some point you really have to 
govern. Sadly, that is not their strong suit. 

  
  
Toby Harnden reviews Underpantsgate. 

...But the violence wasn't senseless, it had a calculated objective - just as Abdulmutallab was not, as Obama 
described him, an "isolated extremist". No wonder many Americans want to grab Obama by the lapels and 
scream: "It's the Jihad, stupid." Dick Cheney, the former vice-president, clearly struck a nerve when he 
charged last week that Obama was "trying to pretend we are not at war". 

The White House communications director Dan Pfeiffer eagerly descended into the political fray, responding 
to Cheney with the obligatory jibe about Iraq and also a litany of examples of Obama's "public statements 
that explicitly state we are at war". 

It's a sure sign that you're losing the argument when you have to research quotes from your boss's 
speeches to prove that he gets it that America is at war. The problem for Obama is that people are now 
judging him by his actions as well as his words. 



The incompetence of the US intelligence bureaucracy is not the only thing that makes Underpantsgate so 
damaging for Obama. More serious is his failure to understand or acknowledge the nature of the enemy - 
and to view war as mere politics.  

  
  
Doyle McManus guest blogs in the LA Times, and gives Obama a very limited thumbs up for 
his first year. 
...Take the $787-billion economic stimulus plan that Obama muscled through Congress as his first item of 
business in February. It was big, bold and ambitious -- but in political terms, it's been a failure. Most 
economists say the stimulus has saved at least half a million jobs, but Obama hasn't convinced most voters 
that the impact is real. 
  
A program to save homeowners from foreclosure has mostly been a bust. The most visibly successful piece 
of the administration's economic rescue plan has been its bailout of Wall Street -- a favor investment 
bankers repaid by awarding themselves huge bonuses. 
  
A Pew poll this month (Dec.) found that only 30% of respondents believed Obama's policies had made the 
economy better. A president who made his name as a gifted speechmaker has fallen into a spectacular 
failure in communicating. He might have served himself better by making fewer trips to Scandinavia and 
more to construction sites in Middle America. ... 
  
  
David Gardner of the Daily Mail, UK, reports on the open resentment that the CIA has for 
Obama's criticisms. 

...‘One day the President is pointing the finger and blaming the intelligence services, saying there is a 
systemic failure,’ said one agency official. ‘Now we are heroes. The fact is that we are doing everything 
humanly possible to stay on top of the security situation. The deaths of our operatives shows just how 
involved we are on the ground.’ But CIA bosses claim they were unfairly blamed at a time the covert 
government agency has been stretched further than ever before in Afghanistan and Pakistan. ... 

...The base targeted by Wednesday’s suicide bomber was a control centre for a covert programme 
overseeing strikes by remote-controlled aircraft along Afghanistan’s border with Pakistan. ‘Those who fell 
were far from home and close to the enemy, doing the hard work that must be done to protect our country 
from terrorism. We owe them our deepest gratitude,’ CIA Director Leon Panetta said. 

Some CIA officials are angry at being criticised by the White House after Abdulmutallab, 23, was allowed to 
slip through the security net and board a US-bound flight in Amsterdam despite evidence he was a terror 
threat. The president complained that a warning from the former London engineering student’s father and 
information about an al Qaeda bomb plot involving a Nigerian were not handled properly by the intelligence 
networks. But CIA officials say the data was sent to the US National Counterterrorism Centre in Washington, 
which was set up after the 9/11 attacks as a clearing house where raw data should be analysed. Agents 
claim that is where the dots should have been connected to help identify Abdulmutallab as a threat. 

  
  
In Newsweek, Howard Fineman thinks Obamacare is a bad idea. 

...Nothing unusual about a little fawning in the Oval, but it prompts questions. Given the urgency of those 
challenges, underscored by the Nigerian bomber, was it wise for the president to spend most of his first year 
and political capital on a monumentally complicated overhaul of the nation's health-care system? And will 
the results of that gamble—not fundamental reform, but rather an expensive set of patches, bypasses, and 



trusses bolted onto the existing system—improve the lives of Americans enough to help him or his fellow 
Democrats politically?  

Put me down as skeptical. ... 

...Democrats fret that they will be blamed for those increases in the 2010 elections. Some regulations on the 
industry kick in immediately, but most don't begin until at least 2013. And yet, to allow the bill to "save" 
money in the first decade, most new taxes and fees go into effect immediately. "We're collecting money 
before we're giving all the benefits!" lamented a Democratic senator facing reelection. "That is a political 
disaster."... 

  
  
In the Streetwise Professor, Craig Pirrong comments on an article in WaPo about lack of 
communication regarding the Afghanistan strategy. 

The foundation of any military plan or strategy is The Objective.  All details of implementation are directed 
towards achieving it.  Any strategy that lacks a clear objective as its foundation runs extreme risks, and is 
likely to result in confusion, and work at cross purposes by those in charge of developing and implementing 
it.  If you don’t have an objective, you’re never going to achieve it.  And if you do have an objective, but don’t 
spell it out, you can’t count on anybody devising or implementing a strategy to achieve it. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the Obama Afghanistan strategy suffers from this fundamental defect.  But don’t 
believe me.  Believe that right wing rag, the Washington Post.  In an article conveniently (for the 
administration) buried on the Saturday after Christmas, and overshadowed by the junkbomber fiasco, the 
Post paints a devastating picture of strategic confusion traceable directly to Obama’s complete failure to 
state unambiguously his objective ... 

...The primary job of the commander in chief is to identify the nation’s interests and specify strategic 
objectives intended to advance those interests.  The Post piece makes it clear that Obama is failing in that 
task.  Failing completely.  His seeming allergy to the very idea of victory will be self-fulfilling, because by 
refusing to identify an objective (i.e., what would victory look like?) he will ensure that victory by any 
measure is virtually impossible. ... 

  
  
Cliff May posts in The Corner about his joke that offended some liberal media types. 

...I suggested that the Obami could have their cake and eat it, too, if they released the terrorists to Yemen 
and then attacked them in the baggage claim area at Sanaa International. (If it's anything like Dulles or JFK, 
it's a place they are likely to have to linger for a rather long time. Can't you imagine the former detainees 
watching the bags go around the carousel? "Hey, Hamid, isn't that your suitcase? The one with the smiley 
face on the luggage tag?" "No, no, Mahmoud. I always use a rainbow strap. Avoids confus — " Kaboom.) 

For this, Andrew calls me a "neo-fascist." (To Andrew, is that worse than a neo-conservative?) ... 

...I also suspect people of Greenwald and Sullivan's persuasion believe conservatives have no 
business emplying irony, satire, and parody. After all, If there are jokes to be made, there are qualified 
people on the left who can make them! ... 

 
 
 

  



Roger L. Simon 
Is Obama destroying liberalism? 

Only last September, Sam Tanenhaus – editor of The New York Times Book Review – published a book 
entitled The Death of Conservatism. I didn’t read it. Having heard the author briefly on talk radio, it sounded 
tendentious and, worse, boring. His thesis, I take it, is that today’s conservatives (Limbaugh, etc.) define 
themselves by what they are against, rather than “conserving” the best of society in the traditional sense as 
conservatives once did. The true value of “conserving” he ascribes to, wait for it, Barack Obama. 

Well, that’s the danger of topical political books. I feel sorry for Tanenhaus, in a way. How could he have 
known (well, maybe he should have) when writing his book nine or ten months ago that Barack Obama 
would now be manufacturing conservatives at a clip unparalleled in history? Our President is a veritable 
conservative mass production factory. And those conservatives, despite what Tanenhaus wrote, are Hell 
bent on conserving the traditional values of our society, including taxation with representation (thanks!), a 
common sense health care system, some modicum of transparency, and, now most clearly, honesty in 
national defense. (Treating Islamic radicalism as if it were house breaking is moronic behavior verging on 
national and cultural suicide. You don’t need to be “conservative” to see that.).  

Perhaps Tanenhaus should have written “The Death of Liberalism,” because that is what is going on all 
around us. And it is his own media that is creating its death, their own death, because it is they that created 
Barack Obama, bringing out of obscurity a man less qualified to be president than the proverbial “my dead 
grandmother.” Dick Cheney’s blast at Obama yesterday definitely rang true, just as the response from an 
unnamed (for sure!) “senior Democrat,”quoted in the same Politico article rang especially hollow: “It’s telling 
that in attacking the president and the administration, that Vice President Cheney did not condemn the 
attack against our nation on Christmas Day.” 

Yeah, right. I wouldn’t put my name to that drivel either. I don’t know if the terms conservative and liberal in 
general are useful anymore, but Obama is certainly simplifying that conundrum but destroying the latter. 

  
  
Rasmussen Reports 
Obama Approval Index Month-by-Month 

When tracking President Obama’s job approval on a daily basis, people sometimes get so caught up in the 
day-to-day fluctuations that they miss the bigger picture. To look at the longer-term trends, Rasmussen 
Reports compiles the numbers on a full-month basis, and the results can be seen in the graphics below.  

The president’s Approval Index ratings fell three points in December following two-point declines in both 
October and November.  

Looking back, the president’s honeymoon ended quickly before his ratings stabilized from March through 
May. They tumbled in June and July as the health care debate began before stabilizing again over the 
summer. Public attitudes towards the health care legislation have hardened in recent months, with most 
voters opposed to the work being done in Congress.  

As Congress has drawn closer to achieving the president’s goals on health care, unemployment also has 
been rising, and Obama’s ratings have reflected the turmoil.  



            

The number who Strongly Disapprove of the president’s performance inched up a point to 41% in 
December. The number who Strongly Approved fell two more points to 26%. That leads to a Presidential 
Approval Index rating of -15, a new low for Obama.  

Also in December, the president’s total approval dropped two points to 46%. His total disapproval gained a 
point to 53%. It’s worth noting that the Approval Index ratings have generally proven to be a good leading 
indicator of the president’s overall approval ratings.  

  
  
Politico 
Low favorables: Dems rip Rasmussen 
by Alex Isenstadt 
  
Democrats are turning their fire on Scott Rasmussen, the prolific independent pollster whose surveys on 
elections, President Obama’s popularity and a host of other issues are surfacing in the media with increasing 
frequency.  
 
The pointed attacks reflect a hardening conventional wisdom among prominent liberal bloggers and many 
Democrats that Rasmussen Reports polls are, at best, the result of a flawed polling model and, at worst, 
designed to undermine Democratic politicians and the party’s national agenda.  
 
On progressive-oriented websites, anti-Rasmussen sentiment is an article of faith. “Rasmussen Caught With 
Their Thumb on the Scale,” blared the Daily Kos this summer. “Rasmussen Reports, You Decide,” the blog 
Swing State Project recently headlined in a play on the Fox News motto.  
 
“I don’t think there are Republican polling firms that get as good a result as Rasmussen does,” said Eric 
Boehlert, a senior fellow with Media Matters, a progressive research center. “His data looks like it all comes 
out of the RNC [Republican National Committee].”  
 
“Whether intended or not, Rasmussen polls have been used by conservative voices as talking points, and 
when that happens on one side it inevitably produces a reaction from the other,” explained Mark Blumenthal, 
a polling analyst and the editor and publisher of Pollster.com. “Rasmussen produces a lot of data that 
appear to produce narratives conservatives are promoting, and that causes a reaction.”  
 
While Scott Rasmussen, the firm’s president, contends that he has no ax to grind — his bio notes that he 
has been “an independent pollster for more than a decade” and “has never been a campaign pollster or 



consultant for candidates seeking office” — his opponents on the left insist he is the hand that feeds 
conservative talkers a daily trove of negative numbers that provides grist for attacks on Obama and the 
Democratic Party.  
 
Nothing, however, sets off liberal teeth gnashing more than Rasmussen’s daily presidential tracking polls, 
which throughout the year have consistently placed Obama’s approval numbers around 5 percentage points 
lower than other polling outfits.  
 
“He polls less favorably for Democrats, and that’s why he’s become a lightning rod,” said Charles Franklin, a 
University of Wisconsin political scientist who studies polling. “It’s clear that his results are typically more 
Republican than the other person’s results.”  
 
On Saturday, Dec. 26, for example, Rasmussen’s daily tracking had Obama’s approval at 44 percent, with a 
disapproval figure of 56 percent. A Real Clear Politics compilation of other pollsters, meanwhile, showed 
Obama with an average approval figure of 49.5 percent and disapproval of 45.1 percent.  
 
“He’s been underpolling Obama all year,” said Boehlert. “People start thinking, ‘There’s something going on 
here.’”  

It’s not just the data that Rasmussen’s critics object to — they also have a problem with the way the firm 
frames questions in its automated polls, which are the staple of its work.  
 
In August, for example, Rasmussen asked respondents whether they agreed or disagreed with the 
statement “It’s always better to cut taxes than to increase government spending because taxpayers, not 
bureaucrats, are the best judges of how to spend their money.”  
 
“Why stop there, Rasmussen? Why not add a parenthetical phrase about how tax cuts regrow hair, whiten 
teeth, and ensure that your favorite team will win the Super Bowl this year?” responded Daily Kos blogger 
Steve Singiser, who frequently writes about polls.  
 
Democratic pollster Mark Mellman believes Rasmussen designs its polling questions to elicit negative 
responses about Obama and Democrats — a sentiment that is widely shared in the liberal blogosphere.  
 
“I think they write their questions in a way that supports a conservative interpretation of the world,” said 
Mellman. “In general, they tend to be among the worst polls for Democrats, and they phrase questions in 
ways that elicit less support for the Democratic point of view.”  
 
Democratic politicians seem equally leery of Rasmussen polling: At a news conference just prior to the 2008 
election, when asked about a poll showing GOP Sen. John Sununu moving ahead of eventual Democratic 
winner Jeanne Shaheen, then-Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee Chairman Chuck Schumer had 
a ready answer.  
 
“Yeah, that was a Rasmussen poll,” said a dismissive Schumer.  
 
In an interview, Rasmussen adamantly denied that he is framing his polling to appeal to a conservative 
audience, saying: “We certainly don’t see it that way.”  
 
“It’s the adage that if you don’t like the message, shoot the messenger,” he added.  
 
Rasmussen is quick to point out the accuracy of his surveys — noting how close his firm was to predicting 
the final outcome in this fall’s New Jersey governor’s race. (Rasmussen’s final survey in the race showed 
Republican Chris Christie edging out Gov. Jon Corzine 46 percent to 43 percent. Christie beat Corzine 48 
percent to 45 percent on Election Day.) And he argues that he was among the first pollsters to show Obama 
narrowing the gap with Hillary Clinton in the 2008 Democratic presidential primary.  
 



Last year, the progressive website FiveThirtyEight.com’s pollster ratings, based on the 2008 presidential 
primaries, awarded Rasmussen the third-highest mark for its accuracy in predicting the outcome of the 
contests. And Rasmussen’s final poll of the 2008 general election — showing Obama defeating Arizona 
Sen. John McCain 52 percent to 46 percent — closely mirrored the election’s outcome.  
 
Rasmussen, for his part, explained that his numbers are trending Republican simply because he is 
screening for only those voters most likely to head to the polls — a pool of respondents, he argues, that just 
so happens to bend more conservative this election cycle.  
 
Polling all adults — a method used by Gallup, another polling firm that conducts a daily tracking poll of 
Obama — Rasmussen acknowledged, is “always going to yield a better result for Democrats.” 

But critics note that the practice of screening for only those voters regarded as most likely to head to the 
polls potentially weeds out younger and minority voters — who would be more likely to favor Democrats than 
Republicans.  
 
Alan Abramowitz, an Emory University political scientist, said there was “huge concern right now” that 
Rasmussen was polling a universe of largely conservative-minded voters.  
 
“How is Rasmussen selecting likely voters almost a year before the election? And why would you even 
screen for likely voters in measuring presidential approval?” said Abramowitz. “My guess is that it's heavily 
skewed toward older, white, Republican voters.”  
 
Others assert Rasmussen is simply reflecting a more GOP-friendly political environment in his polling.  
 
“The way he does polls is that he’s more likely to get high-energy voters,” said Tom Jensen, a pollster for the 
North Carolina-based Democratic firm Public Policy Polling. “I think Rasmussen favors Republicans this 
year, but I don’t think he inherently favors Republicans.”  
 
“If I’m looking at public polls that are ABC News, CBS, Quinnipiac, Rasmussen, I’m paying attention to 
Rasmussen,” said GOP pollster Tony Fabrizio. “As a pollster, I’d much rather look at a pollster who is 
looking at likely voters than a pollster who is looking at adults.”  
 
Rasmussen, of course, is hardly the only pollster to come under fire this election cycle — just the one who 
attracts the most sustained criticism.  
 
Last month, conservative radio host Rush Limbaugh accused the Gallup polling organization of “doing 
everything they can — they're upping the sample to black Americans — to keep” Obama’s approval at 50 
percent.  
 
And PPP, which has also increased its profile in the past two election cycles, has drawn criticism from 
Republicans for repeatedly showing North Carolina GOP Sen. Richard Burr with low ratings heading into his 
2010 reelection.  
 
“You’d like for people to approach poll data in an intellectually honest way and not just say, ‘I don’t like this 
pollster because of his numbers. But that’s just the nature of partisan activism,” said Jensen, whose firm, like 
Rasmussen's, relies on automated polls. “I don’t think that what’s happening with Rasmussen is unusual. It’s 
just that sometimes when people are unhappy, sometimes you shoot the messenger.”  
 
Franklin, the University of Wisconsin political scientist, argued that the frequency with which Rasmussen 
produces data makes the firm an inevitable target in the 24/7 media age.  
 
“I really think that if Rasmussen were polling three times a month or one time a month, he wouldn’t be as 
much of a thorn in the side of Democrats,” said Franklin. “But because he’s polling so much, he stands out 
every day.”  



 
Rasmussen says the attention that his often buzzworthy polls generate — positive or negative — is good for 
business.  
 
Proving that he revels in it, Rasmussen recently posted an unusual video clip on his website — late-night 
comedian Jimmy Fallon deriding the pollster earlier this year in a rap song as an “outlier” whose results were 
“spastic.”  
 
“We are excited by it,” Rasmussen said of the attention his firm has received. 

  
  
  
Contentions 
Face the Voters 
by Jennifer Rubin  

On Face the Nation, there was some serious talk as to why the Christmas Day bombing is so perilous for the 
Obama team. It is not simply that once again Democrats may be perceived as weak on national security. 
There is a more basic issue now rumbling through not just conservative circles but also in the mainstream 
media: can these people be trusted to do much of anything? Jan Crawford took up the competency angle: 

The reason that’s an issue for Obama is that it goes to the bigger question of the competency of his 
government and the trust that people have in that government. You look at polls. Polls show that the trust in 
government is an all time low. Domestically, obviously, stimulus plan hasn’t worked. Unemployment is high. 
And so now we have a situation where a terrorist can get on an airplane, seemingly could have  been caught 
if some officials had just done a basic Google search of the database. And the Homeland Security secretary 
is insisting the system worked. 

Really, what have the Obami done well? Not the stimulus plan. Not crafting a popular and coherent health-
care bill. And not instilling confidence that there are competent people who can, when bombarded with 
intelligence, put it together to prevent an attack or even craft a policy designed to extract information after an 
attack. But Bob Schieffer, not exactly a fire-breathing conservative, really laid into the Obami. The problem is 
not only competence but also trust. The Democrats are consumed with political spin even on national 
security. He notes that Janet Napolitano was getting hammered but explains that this is a symptom of a 
bigger issue: 

But she was just following the modern bipartisan public relations template in this age of information 
management. First, play down the problem. Second, emphasize what did not go wrong. Assure us that 
those in charge are investigating, and most important, emphasize no one in any position of responsibility is 
at fault. It’s not lying. But it’s not exactly the whole truth, certainly not the whole story. All she left out was 
that part about asking us to respect the privacy of those involved. Oh, I’m sorry. I got the government spin 
mixed up with the Tiger spin. Here is the difference. Tiger can hire as many people as he wants to make his 
excuses. It maydo him no good but it’s his money to spend as he wishes. When government officials insult 
us with spin they’re doing it on our dime, which is supposed to be used to operate the government, not to 
hold news conferences to tell us what a fine job people on the public payroll are doing. As we learned during 
Katrina, self-serving spin at the first sign of crisis does not help the situation. It makes it worse. Because it 
makes it harder to believe anything the government says. Real security is built on trust in government. That 
requires truth, which should be the beginning of government presentations, not the fallback position. 

Yowser. Now that’s a narrative that should concern the Obami. Unfortunately, one wonders if they know 
what to do with a problem not solvable by spin and attack-dog tactics. At some point you really have to 
govern. Sadly, that is not their strong suit. 



  
  
Telegraph, UK 
Barack Obama is vulnerable on terror – and he knows it  
Barack Obama is playing politics over the attempted Christmas Day terrorist attack and Republicans 
sense he is weak on the issue, writes Toby Harnden in Washington  
by Toby Harnden 

In his weekly radio address yesterday, President Barack Obama patted himself on the back for having 
"refocused the fight - bringing to a responsible end the war in Iraq, which had nothing to do with the 9/11 
attacks". 

He then told people to remember that "our adversaries are those who would attack our country, not our 
fellow Americans", before decrying "fear and cynicism" and "partisanship and division" - the code phrases 
for horrid Republicans used during his 2008 election campaign. 

Complacency, faux moralising and partisan shots at Republicans. It was a neat summary of where Obama is 
going wrong after the Christmas Day debacle when the Nigerian knicker bomber managed to waltz onto a 
Detroit-bound flight. 

For a man who campaigned denouncing the politicisation of national security under President George W 
Bush, it is worth noting how intensely political Obama's treatment of what might henceforth be known as 
Underpantsgate has been. 

His White House recognised its political vulnerability more readily than it comprehended the level of danger 
faced by Americans. 

Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab's father had courageously contacted the American Embassy in Abuja in 
November and met the CIA station chief to tell him that his son was involved with fundamentalist elements in 
Yemen. American intelligence had also intercepted discussions in Yemen about a possible attack by "the 
Nigerian". 

The Obama administration knew most, if not all, of this by last Sunday, 48 hours after the attack was 
thwarted. But the priority in Obamaland was to play things down and take pot shots at the Bush 
administration. 

Janet Napolitano, the Homeland Security chief – who prefers the term "man-caused disasters" to "terrorism" 
- blithely stated that there was "no indication that it is part of anything larger". She then insisted that the 
"system is working". 

Although Napolitano has taken a lot of flak for these comic utterances, she was not "misspeaking" but 
trotting out the agreed talking points of the day. 

Robert Gibbs, Obama's chief mouthpiece, also stated that "in many ways this system has worked" and 
would say nothing about a possible wider plot. 

In Hawaii, where Obama was holidaying, Gibbs's deputy Bill Burton told the press that "we are winding down 
a war in Iraq that took our eye off of the terrorists that attacked us" and that Obama was reviewing 
"procedures that have been in place the last several years" (i.e. Bush instituted them). He added, without 
apparent irony, that "the President refuses to play politics with these issues". 

Meanwhile, the White House was working overtime to build a case against Bush. A source in the White 
House counsel's office told The American Spectator of memos frantically seeking information that would 
"show that the Bush Administration had had far worse missteps than we ever could". 



Republicans smell blood. There is a pattern in the Obama administration of dismissing Islamist terrorist 
attacks as regrettable random acts. In his radio address after Major Nidal Hassan's slaughtered 13 at Fort 
Hood, Texas, Obama made no mention of terrorism or militant Islam, instead blandly promising that the 
"ongoing investigation into this terrible tragedy" would "look at the motives of the alleged gunman". 

Hassan was a committed Islamist who had corresponded with the fanatical Yemeni imam Anwar al-Awlaki. 
In June, Abdul Hakim Mujahid Muhammad, a Muslim convert being watched by the FBI and who had 
previously travelled to Yemen, murdered a US Army recruit in Arkansas. That rated only a tepid statement 
by Obama about a "senseless act of violence". 

But the violence wasn't senseless, it had a calculated objective - just as Abdulmutallab was not, as Obama 
described him, an "isolated extremist". No wonder many Americans want to grab Obama by the lapels and 
scream: "It's the Jihad, stupid." Dick Cheney, the former vice-president, clearly struck a nerve when he 
charged last week that Obama was "trying to pretend we are not at war". 

The White House communications director Dan Pfeiffer eagerly descended into the political fray, responding 
to Cheney with the obligatory jibe about Iraq and also a litany of examples of Obama's "public statements 
that explicitly state we are at war". 

It's a sure sign that you're losing the argument when you have to research quotes from your boss's 
speeches to prove that he gets it that America is at war. The problem for Obama is that people are now 
judging him by his actions as well as his words. 

The incompetence of the US intelligence bureaucracy is not the only thing that makes Underpantsgate so 
damaging for Obama. More serious is his failure to understand or acknowledge the nature of the enemy - 
and to view war as mere politics.  

  
  
LA Times  -  Top of the Ticket 
Obama's first year: Lofty goals, worrisome pattern 
by Andrew Malcolm 

 

Our longtime print colleague and one of the most-respected writers in Washington (it must be the handsome 
beard), Doyle McManus, wrote a first year-end print analysis of Democrat President Obama the other day. 



As usual, Doyle's thoughtful perspectives make readers think beyond the today. So we decided to share it 
with worldwide Ticket readers who may have missed it while exchanging or buying or consuming holiday 
gifts. Or keeping up with the official doings of Charlie Sheen. 

Doyle's analysis carries particular weight heading into this brand-new year because 2010 means midterm 
election time, a time when, historically, freshmen presidents not named George W. Bush or FDR have 
experienced serious losses in their party's congressional seats. In 1994, some may remember, after Bill 
Clinton's aborted healthcare reforms, voters even turned both houses of Congress over to GOP control for 
the next 12 years. 

Here's the McManus guest post: 

  

Obama's first year: Lofty goals, worrisome pattern 
by Doyle McManus 

Barack Obama arrived at the White House with a daunting to-do list. 

He promised to save the economy from ruin, redesign the healthcare system, reregulate the financial 
industry, retool energy policy, slow global warming, reform education, write a new immigration law and serve 
as midwife to a new era of bipartisan cooperation.  

He said he would close the prison camp at Guantanamo, organize an orderly withdrawal from Iraq, stave off 
defeat in Afghanistan, negotiate with Iran, make progress toward Israeli-Palestinian peace, convince the 
world's Muslims that America was their friend, launch a new drive toward global nuclear disarmament -- and, 
while he was at it, bring the 2016 Olympics to Chicago. 

All those goals were worthy. Some were responses to crises that couldn't be ducked. But....  
... others were electives added by the president. And the agenda quickly proved longer and more ambitious 
than either Congress or President Obama's executive branch could handle. 

Obama turned out to be masterful at launching new policies but inconsistent at getting them to work. His 
presidency threatened to fall into a worrisome pattern: the announcement of a lofty goal, the delegation of 
implementation to second-rank officials, a missed deadline or two, last-minute intervention by the president 
to rescue the effort from collapse, and, finally, mixed results -- followed by a statement claiming victory. 

Take the $787-billion economic stimulus plan that Obama muscled through Congress as his first item of 
business in February. It was big, bold and ambitious -- but in political terms, it's been a failure. Most 
economists say the stimulus has saved at least half a million jobs, but Obama hasn't convinced most voters 
that the impact is real.  

A program to save homeowners from foreclosure has mostly been a bust. The most visibly successful piece 
of the administration's economic rescue plan has been its bailout of Wall Street -- a favor investment 
bankers repaid by awarding themselves huge bonuses. 

A Pew poll this month (Dec.) found that only 30% of respondents believed Obama's policies had made the 
economy better. A president who made his name as a gifted speechmaker has fallen into a spectacular 
failure in communicating. He might have served himself better by making fewer trips to Scandinavia and 
more to construction sites in Middle America. 
 
There's been an important spillover effect: Obama's other policies -- on healthcare and energy, for example -
- have lost popular support along with his economic plan. Despite the depth of the economic crisis, the 
public isn't clamoring for more federal intervention; quite the contrary. That means Obama hasn't succeeded 
in building a strong constituency for his overall philosophy of government, a shortfall that will limit what he 



can achieve from here on. 
 
By historical standards, Obama's first year wasn't bad at all. He stopped an economic free fall and got most 
of the way to a healthcare plan of historic proportions. In foreign policy, he made credible starts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and suffered no outright disasters -- a statement several of his predecessors would envy. 

But graded against his own ambitions, he fell short. And by scattering his focus, those outsized ambitions 
paradoxically diluted the impact of the success he did enjoy. 

  
  
Daily Mail, UK 
Spy chiefs turn on President Obama after seven CIA agents are slaughtered in 
Afghanistan 
by David Gardner 

Barack Obama was accused of double standards yesterday in his treatment of the CIA. The President paid 
tribute to secret agents after seven of them were killed by a suicide bomber in Afghanistan. In a statement, 
he said the CIA had been ‘tested as never before’ and that agents had ‘served on the front lines in directly 
confronting the dangers of the 21st century’. He lauded the victims as ‘part of a long line of patriots who 
have made great sacrifices for their fellow citizens and for our way of life’.  Yet the previous day he had 
blasted ‘systemic failures’ in the CIA and other U.S. intelligence agencies for failing to prevent the Christmas 
Day syringe bomb attack. 

       
     Backlash: Agency officials are angry at the president's about face 

‘One day the President is pointing the finger and blaming the intelligence services, saying there is a 
systemic failure,’ said one agency official. ‘Now we are heroes. The fact is that we are doing everything 
humanly possible to stay on top of the security situation. The deaths of our operatives shows just how 
involved we are on the ground.’ But CIA bosses claim they were unfairly blamed at a time the covert 
government agency has been stretched further than ever before in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

They point to the murder of seven operatives at a remote mountain base in Afghanistan’s Khost Province as 
an example of how agents are putting their lives on the line at the vanguard of America’s far-flung wars.  The 
agents – including the chief of the base, a mother-of-three - were collecting information about militants when 
the suicide bomber struck on Wednesday. The attack was the deadliest single day for the agency since 
eight CIA officers were killed in the 1983 bombing of the US Embassy in Beirut. 



       
     Deadliest: In April 1983 terrorists targeted the US Embassy in  
     Beirut with the loss of eight CIA officers 

The base targetted by Wednesday’s suicide bomber was a control centre for a covert programme 
overseeing strikes by remote-controlled aircraft along Afghanistan’s border with Pakistan. ‘Those who fell 
were far from home and close to the enemy, doing the hard work that must be done to protect our country 
from terrorism. We owe them our deepest gratitude,’ CIA Director Leon Panetta said. 

Some CIA officials are angry at being criticised by the White House after Abdulmutallab, 23, was allowed to 
slip through the security net and board a US-bound flight in Amsterdam despite evidence he was a terror 
threat. The president complained that a warning from the former London engineering student’s father and 
information about an al Qaeda bomb plot involving a Nigerian were not handled properly by the intelligence 
networks. But CIA officials say the data was sent to the US National Counterterrorism Centre in Washington, 
which was set up after the 9/11 attacks as a clearing house where raw data should be analysed. Agents 
claim that is where the dots should have been connected to help identify Abdulmutallab as a threat. 

  
  
  
Newsweek 
Obama’s Health-Care Gamble 
And why he may come to regret it.  
by Howard Fineman 

President Barack Obama begins and ends each workday at the White House by going over a to-do list with 
his chief of staff, Rahm Emanuel. The two were reviewing things recently when Emanuel reminded him of 
the sheer size of the administration's workload, which includes fending off the Great Recession and dealing 
with terrorists in Iraq, Afghanistan, and now, evidently, Yemen. "You know, Mr. President," Emanuel said, 
"Franklin Roosevelt had eight years to deal with the economy before he had to lead a war. You have to do it 
all at once." 

Nothing unusual about a little fawning in the Oval, but it prompts questions. Given the urgency of those 
challenges, underscored by the Nigerian bomber, was it wise for the president to spend most of his first year 
and political capital on a monumentally complicated overhaul of the nation's health-care system? And will 
the results of that gamble—not fundamental reform, but rather an expensive set of patches, bypasses, and 
trusses bolted onto the existing system—improve the lives of Americans enough to help him or his fellow 
Democrats politically?  

Put me down as skeptical. 



Perhaps not since the New Deal has a new president made such a massive bet on a single domestic 
initiative. I think I understand Obama's reasoning. It did not take him long (probably after the first round of 
CIA briefings) to realize that he was not going to be able to satisfy his liberal base on intractable, unwinnable 
foreign and security policy. It's easier to make history on the home front. And Obama was genuinely moved 
by the heart-wrenching health-care stories he heard on the campaign trail. So he sought—and may well 
get—things to brag about. The legislation will extend coverage to at least 30 million of the uninsured, and it 
will end, or at least limit, some of the insurance industry's most predatory practices. 

But the crusade that is dragging itself toward the finish line doesn't quite feel like a triumph, let alone the 
launch of a new New Deal. The reasons offered for the undertaking have been ever-shifting. In the 
campaign, it was about rationalizing the system and saving federal cash; then it was about protecting 
coverage of the middle class; then about the moral duty to cover the uninsured. By the time Bill Clinton met 
privately with Senate Democrats on Obama's behalf, it was (in his telling) primarily about the political optics: 
the need to pass something, anything, to avoid defeat. 

The effort to jam the bill through Congress made the public dubious. Most Democrats voted for a version of 
the bill on the first round without having read, let alone digested, its thousands of pages. As the Christmas 
Eve vote approached, desperate last-minute stocking stuffers appeared in the small print, such as a $1.2 
billion payoff to the state of Nebraska that secured Sen. Ben Nelson's reluctant vote. Obama had promised 
us a transparent "Google Government," but now we know what Obama government actually looks like: 
ambitious and generous, perhaps, but also secretive, Chicago-style, and way too complicated. Fewer than 
half of voters now support the legislation, murky as it still is to them. Crucially, support has cratered among 
independents. 

The result is a 10-year, trillion-dollar contraption full of political risk and unintended consequences for a 
health-care system that constitutes one sixth of the economy. Many of the people who will benefit directly 
from the reforms, the uninsured, don't vote. Insurance premiums will continue to shoot up for most of us; 
Democrats fret that they will be blamed for those increases in the 2010 elections. Some regulations on the 
industry kick in immediately, but most don't begin until at least 2013. And yet, to allow the bill to "save" 
money in the first decade, most new taxes and fees go into effect immediately. "We're collecting money 
before we're giving all the benefits!" lamented a Democratic senator facing reelection. "That is a political 
disaster." 

Maybe for that guy and his congressional colleagues, but what about Obama? For now, he is safely behind 
a blast wall, since many of the law's features wouldn't come into play until his second term, if he has one. 
But if he's lucky enough to get that far, he will discover that even simple things in government never go as 
planned; a project as large and complex as his health-care "fix" is certain to be more costly and disruptive 
than anticipated, and in ways no one can predict. "Never allow a crisis to go to waste," Emanuel declared a 
year ago. "They are opportunities to do big things." Yes they are, but Obama has to hope he's not creating 
another crisis in the process. 

Howard Fineman is also the author of The Thirteen American Arguments: Enduring Debates That Define 
and Inspire Our Country . 

  
  
Street Wise Professor 
Sent to Afghanistan Without a Map  

The foundation of any military plan or strategy is The Objective.  All details of implementation are directed 
towards achieving it.  Any strategy that lacks a clear objective as its foundation runs extreme risks, and is 
likely to result in confusion, and work at cross purposes by those in charge of developing and implementing 
it.  If you don’t have an objective, you’re never going to achieve it.  And if you do have an objective, but don’t 
spell it out, you can’t count on anybody devising or implementing a strategy to achieve it. 



Perhaps not surprisingly, the Obama Afghanistan strategy suffers from this fundamental defect.  But don’t 
believe me.  Believe that right wing rag, the Washington Post.  In an article conveniently (for the 
administration) buried on the Saturday after Christmas, and overshadowed by the junkbomber fiasco, the 
Post paints a devastating picture of strategic confusion traceable directly to Obama’s complete failure to 
state unambiguously his objective: 

Nearly a month after Obama unveiled his revised Afghanistan strategy, military and civilian leaders have 
come away with differing views of several fundamental aspects of the president’s new approach, according 
to more than a dozen senior administration and military officials involved in Afghanistan policy, all of whom 
spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss internal deliberations. 

Members of Obama’s war cabinet disagree over the meaning of his pledge to begin drawing down forces in 
July 2011 and whether the mission has been narrowed from a proposal advanced by McChrystal in his 
August assessment of the war. The disagreements have opened a fault line between a desire for an early 
exit among several senior officials at the White House and a conviction among military commanders that 
victory is still achievable on their terms. 

. . . . 

The president avoided details in his Dec. 1 address, leaving it up to members of his Cabinet and to his 
advisers to explain the specifics. The result has been a wide divergence of expectations. Gates, appearing 
on NBC’s “Meet the Press” the Sunday after the speech, said that perhaps only “some handful or some 
small number” would be withdrawn. Biden, during his MSNBC appearance last week, said a chart showing 
an increase in U.S. deployments this year would be “coming down as rapidly over the next two years.” 

The ambiguity over the meaning of the July 2011 deadline has generated uncertainty over the president’s 
intent. “Is the surge a way of helping us leave more quickly, or is the timeline a way to help win support for 
the surge?” asked a senior Democratic staff member in Congress. “Which is the strategy and which is the 
head-fake? Nobody knows.” 

One senior military officer in Afghanistan said he and his fellow soldiers “don’t know if this is all over in 18 
months, or whether this is just a progress report that leads to minor changes.” 

“Until they tell us otherwise,” the officer said, “we’re operating as if the latter is the policy.” 

A ‘dramatic change’? 
Although senior-level civilians in the administration emerged from the review process thinking the mission 
had been circumscribed, senior military officials continue to have a different view. The result, as they see it, 
is that the White House has embraced McChrystal’s original plan. 

“We had already been pretty focused that we wouldn’t try to clear and hold things more than we needed to,” 
said a senior commander involved in the war. “It wasn’t a dramatic change by any means.” 

White House officials have cited a meeting among NSC staff members and McChrystal in which the general 
displayed a slide stating that his mission was to “Defeat the Taliban,” which some civilians deemed overly 
ambitious because it suggested that every last member of the Taliban would have to be killed or captured. 
The officials said the mission was redefined to avoid the term. 

But to military officers, defeat “doesn’t mean wipe everyone out,” the commander said. “It means after 
Waterloo, Napoleon still had an army but he wasn’t going to threaten Europe. We used that view when we 
worked defeat.” 

Even before the White House review had finished, the commander in charge of day-to-day operations, Lt. 
Gen. David M. Rodriguez, had developed a plan to concentrate U.S. and NATO efforts in 80 of the country’s 
nearly 400 districts. 



“They’re taking credit for some of the things that McChrystal was already doing and calling it a narrowed 
focus,” a senior military official said. 

White House advisers maintain that the review process did refine the mission beyond what McChrystal had 
proposed over the summer. 

“There was a real narrowing here,” the senior administration official said. “Stan has a big leadership task to 
adapt his original concept to the new strategic guidance.” [It really bugs me when anonymous officials refer 
to Gen. McChrystal as "Stan."  That is really patronizing--it speaks volumes.] 

This part is particularly amazing: 

Terms such as “winning” and “victory” have been eschewed by the White House. Obama did not use either 
in his Dec. 1 address, and he said in an interview earlier this year that he was uncomfortable using the term 
“victory” when fighting “a non-state actor, a shadowy operation like al-Qaeda.” 

But when Gates visited Kabul a week after Obama’s speech, he made a point of telling military personnel 
there that “we are in this thing to win.” 

“From a moral perspective, when you ask soldiers and families to sacrifice, we do that to win,” the Pentagon 
official said. “We need to be able to articulate winning.” 

Damn right.  Defining “winning” is another way of establishing the objective: after all, “winning” means 
“achieving the objective.”  If you don’t define winning, how the hell can you devise a strategy to win?  And 
how can you pretend you have a strategy to achieve something, when you haven’t said what that something 
is? 

The primary job of the commander in chief is to identify the nation’s interests and specify strategic objectives 
intended to advance those interests.  The Post piece makes it clear that Obama is failing in that task. 
 Failing completely.  His seeming allergy to the very idea of victory will be self-fulfilling, because by refusing 
to identify an objective (i.e., what would victory look like?) he will ensure that victory by any measure is 
virtually impossible. 

Obama’s mistake here is so fundamental, and so obvious on even common sense terms, that I struggle for 
an explanation.  Does he believe that if he sets no verifiable definition of victory, he can avoid accountability 
if that objective is not achieved?  That is, is this just political trimming, the ordinary ambiguity that politicians 
exploit to avoid responsibility for failure?  Or is it that he, Hamlet like, could not come to a decision on the 
objective in Afghanistan, but the political pressure to do something became irresistable, so he announced a 
half-baked strategy?  Either alternative is frightening, and a grave failure of responsibility to those who are 
being sent to risk their lives in Afghanistan (figuratively) without a map. 

Other alternatives come to mind, but those are even more damning, so I shrink from listing them. 

What else could it be?  I am open to suggestions. 

  
  
The Corner 
Andrew Sullivan Is Not Amused!   [Cliff May] 
Now Andrew Sullivan is joining Glenn Greenwald, pretending that he, too, does not comprehend — or is 
morally opposed — to black humor. 

Again, in an earlier post I poked fun at the irony of the Obama administration's insistence on both (1) freeing 
terrorists from Guantanamo to Yemen — a hotbed of al-Qaeda activity where many released detainees have 



rejoined the jihad — and (2) the robust use of drones missiles to atack terrorists in Yemen and other 
battlefields.  

I suggested that the Obami could have their cake and eat it, too, if they released the terrorists to Yemen and 
then attacked them in the baggage claim area at Sanaa International. (If it's anything like Dulles or JFK, it's a 
place they are likely to have to linger for a rather long time. Can't you imagine the former detainees watching 
the bags go around the carousel? "Hey, Hamid, isn't that your suitcase? The one with the smiley face on the 
luggage tag?" "No, no, Mahmoud. I always use a rainbow strap. Avoids confus — " Kaboom.) 

For this, Andrew calls me a "neo-fascist." (To Andrew, is that worse than a neo-conservative?) 

I addressed Greenwald here. I'm not sure whether Andrew failed to read that response (he makes no 
mention of it) or doesn't care, because when there is a cheap shot to take, why would he do anything other 
than take it? 

I also suspect people of Greenwald and Sullivan's persuasion believe conservatives have no 
business emplying irony, satire, and parody. After all, If there are jokes to be made, there are qualified 
people on the left who can make them! (Al Franken, for example.) 

Update: "Media Matters," which pretends to do media criticism but in fact does left-wing agitprop, runs this 
headline: "NRO's Cliff May calls for summary execution of Gitmo detainees." 

The first comment, however, is from someone with his head screwed on straight: "Now that's funny . . . I 
don't care who you are. 

  
  

 
  
  



  

 
  
  
  

 
  
  



 
  
  
  
  

 



  
  
  

 
 


