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Bush as Robin Hood

By JOHN TIERNEY
Published: April 30, 2005

emocrats have good reason to be aghast at President
Bush's new proposal for Social Security. Someone has
finally called their bluff.

They tried yesterday to portray him as just another cruel, rich
Republican for suggesting any cutsin future benefits, but that's
not what the prime-time audience saw on Thursday night. By
proposing to shore up the system while protecting low-income
workers, Mr. Bush raised a supremely awkward question for
Demacrats. which party really cares about the poor?

For decades Democrats have pointed to Social Security asa
triumph of communal generosity, proof that Americans (or at
least non-Republican Americans) will work together to make
sure that no widow is reduced to eating cat food. The program
has been wonderful for liberals' self-esteem. What it has
actually done for the poor is another matter.

It'strue, as Democrats love to point out, that the poverty rate
among the elderly has declined from 35 percent a half-century
ago to 10 percent today. But when you consider how much
money is being taken out of Americans paychecks - most
workers now pay moreto Social Security thanto thel.R.S. -
you're entitled to wonder why there are any poor widows
remaining.

As a poverty-fighting program, Social Security iswoefully
inefficient because most of the money goes to people who
aren't poor. It would take just 20 percent of what Social
Security dispensesto move every elderly American out of
poverty, according to June O'Neill, the former director of the
Congressiona Budget Office.

Social Security has an image as a progressive program because

low-income workers get back bigger monthly checks, relative
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So why are his fellow Democrats so dead set against it? Their

usual answer has been that any move to privatization would

doom the poor along with the whole Social Security program. If you let the middle and upper
classes opt out and finance their own retirement, the argument has gone, there will be no political
support for even the modest subsidies that Social Security now provides to low-income workers -
just look at what Republicans did to welfare and public housing programs.

But the elderly poor are different from the younger poor. For one thing, they're more likely to
vote, afact not lost on even the most hardhearted Republican. They also arouse much more public
sympathy. Kicking 25-year-olds off welfare was popular because it was thought to be good for
them. Nobody claims that forcing that widow to eat cat food will build character.

That's why even the most ardent free-marketeers are not trying to eliminate the safety net for the
elderly. The libertarians at the Cato Institute are trying to strengthen it with a proposal that has
been introduced by Republicans in Congress. If your individual account left you with a paltry
pension, their plan would guarantee you a subsidy to lift you above the poverty line - and well
above what many retirees are now getting from Social Security.

Demoacrats like to portray Mr. Bush as King George or Marie Antoinette. But on Thursday night,
when he promised to improve benefits for the poor while limiting them for everyone else, he
sounded more like Robin Hood, especially when he rhapsodized about poor people getting a
chance to build up assets that they could pass aong to their children.

It was the kind of talk you might expect to hear from a Demacrat, except that Democrats don't talk
about much these days except the glories of the New Deal. They know that Social Security doesn't
even have the money to sustain a program that leaves millions of elderly peoplein poverty. But
it'stheir system, and they're sticking to it.

E-mail: tierney@nytimes.com

Home Dédlivery of The Times from $2.90/week - Act Now!

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/30/opinion/30tierney.html 2th& emc=th (2 of 3)4/29/2005 10:57:22 PM


http://www.nytimes.com/gst/pop_top.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/opinion/29friedman.html?incamp=article_popular_1
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/opinion/29friedman.html?incamp=article_popular_1
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/opinion/29krugman.html?incamp=article_popular_2
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/opinion/29krugman.html?incamp=article_popular_2
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/arts/design/29scis.html?incamp=article_popular_3
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/arts/design/29scis.html?incamp=article_popular_3
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/arts/design/29scis.html?incamp=article_popular_3
http://movies2.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/movies/29hitc.html?incamp=article_popular_4
http://movies2.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/movies/29hitc.html?incamp=article_popular_4
http://movies2.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/movies/29hitc.html?incamp=article_popular_4
http://movies2.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/movies/29hitc.html?incamp=article_popular_4
http://movies2.nytimes.com/2005/04/29/movies/29hitc.html?incamp=article_popular_4
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/28/technology/circuits/28pogue.html?incamp=article_popular_5
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/28/technology/circuits/28pogue.html?incamp=article_popular_5
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/pop_top.html?incamp=article_popular_list
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/opinion&pos=CircBottom&camp=nytcirc_footerb&ad=homedelivery-circulation.html&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fhomedelivery%2Enytimes%2Ecom%2Fcgi%2Dbin%2Fgx%2Ecgi%2FAppLogic%2BFTContentServer%3Fpagename%3Duser%252FContentMgt%252FPromoFeature%252FPromoFeatureT1P%26ExternalMediaCode%3DW93AA

The New York Times > Opinion > Op-Ed Columnist: Bush as Robin Hood

RELATED ARTICLES

= White House Says Budget Deficit Will Rise Again (January 26, 2005) $

« Tax Revenue Below 2000's Despite Growth in Profits (October 8, 2004) $
« DEAL IN CONGRESS TO KEEP TAX CUTS, WIDENING DEFICIT (September 23, 2004) $

« DEFICIT ANALYSIS AND BUSH DIFFER (September 8, 2004) $

Find more results for Bush, George W and Congressional Budget Office

TOP OPINION ARTICLES

= Editorial: Energy Follies

= Editorial: Puncturing Another Weapons Myth

= Editorial: Democracy in Mexico
= Editorial: The Lord God Bird
Go to Opinion

Copyright 2005 The New York Times Company | Home | Privacy Policy | Search | Corrections | RSS | Help | Back to Top

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/30/opinion/30tierney.html 2th& emc=th (3 of 3)4/29/2005 10:57:22 PM

OUR ADVERTISERS

THE BISOADBAND PHONE COMPANY

TIMES NEWS TRACKER

Topics Alerts
Bush, George W Creats
Congressional Budget Create
Office
Democratic Party Create
Social Security (US) Creats

Track news that interests you.
+ Create Your Own  © » Manage

+ Most Popular Alerts © + Take a Tour
CLICK HERE TO SUBSCRIBE 3


http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=F50715FD3D5F0C758EDDA80894DD404482&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=F60C1EFF3E5F0C7B8CDDA90994DC404482&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=F20A1FFB3B5D0C708EDDA00894DC404482&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/abstract?res=FB0F1EF83D540C7B8CDDA00894DC404482&fta=y&archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=per&v1=BUSH%2c%20GEORGE%20W&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=BUSH%2c%20GEORGE%20W
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=org&v1=CONGRESSIONAL%20BUDGET%20OFFICE&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=CONGRESSIONAL%20BUDGET%20OFFICE
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/30/opinion/30sat1.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/30/opinion/30sat2.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/30/opinion/30sat3.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/30/opinion/30sat4.html?8br
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://clk.atdmt.com/VON/go/nwyrkvon0360000050von/direct/01/2005.04.30.08.45.27
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=per&v1=BUSH%2C+GEORGE+W&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=BUSH%2C+GEORGE+W&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=org&v1=CONGRESSIONAL+BUDGET+OFFICE&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=CONGRESSIONAL+BUDGET+OFFICE&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=org&v1=CONGRESSIONAL+BUDGET+OFFICE&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=CONGRESSIONAL+BUDGET+OFFICE&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=org&v1=DEMOCRATIC+PARTY&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=DEMOCRATIC+PARTY&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=SOCIAL+SECURITY+%28US%29&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=SOCIAL+SECURITY+%28US%29&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://www.nytimes.com/premiumproducts/newstracker/index.html?incamp=tnt:article_subscribe
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/ads/marketing/newstracker/Timestracker.swf','788495','width=788,height=495,scrollbars=yes,resizable=no,top=10,left=20,status=no,location=no');
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/poptoptnt.html?incamp=tnt:article_mostpopular
http://www.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=manage
http://www.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?module=precall&incamp=tnt:article_create
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/copyright.html
http://www.nytco.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/privacy.html
http://query.nytimes.com/search/advanced/
http://www.nytimes.com/corrections.html
http://www.nytimes.com/rss
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html

	nytimes.com
	The New York Times > Opinion > Op-Ed Columnist: Bush as Robin Hood


	FOCGEEBNBBGFPLNHLGEPPIFGHFPIODCF: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: [Go to a Section]

	f2: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: full
	f2: 

	f3: 

	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: 1
	f2: http%3a%2f%2fwww%2enytimes%2ecom%2f2005%2f04%2f30%2fopinion%2f30tierney%2ehtml
	f3: Bush%20as%20Robin%20Hood
	f4: Democrats%20have%20good%20reason%20to%20be%20aghast%20at%20President%20Bush%26%2339%3bs%20new%20proposal%20for%20Social%20Security%2e%20Someone%20has%20finally%20called%20their%20bluff%2e
	f5: 1114784585306
	f6: 20050430
	f7: By%20JOHN%20TIERNEY
	f8: Op%2dEd%20Columnist
	f9: The%20New%20York%20Times
	f10: Opinion
	f11: www%2enytimes%2ecom%2fyr%2fmo%2fday%2fopinion%2f30tierney%2ehtml
	f12: social%2bsecurity%2b%2528us%2529%3bcongressional%2bbudget%2boffice%3bdemocratic%2bparty%3bbush%252c%2bgeorge%2bw%3bsuggested%255fopinion%3bsuggested%255fnationalspecial%3bop%252ded%2bcolumnist%3b
	f13: P0ajJuc631WYasLC+Vsu7Q

	f14: 

	form4: 
	x: 
	f1: 1
	f2: http%3a%2f%2fwww%2enytimes%2ecom%2f2005%2f04%2f30%2fopinion%2f30tierney%2ehtml
	f3: Bush%20as%20Robin%20Hood
	f4: Democrats%20have%20good%20reason%20to%20be%20aghast%20at%20President%20Bush%26%2339%3bs%20new%20proposal%20for%20Social%20Security%2e%20Someone%20has%20finally%20called%20their%20bluff%2e
	f5: 1114784585306
	f6: 20050430
	f7: By%20JOHN%20TIERNEY
	f8: Op%2dEd%20Columnist
	f9: The%20New%20York%20Times
	f10: Opinion
	f11: www%2enytimes%2ecom%2fyr%2fmo%2fday%2fopinion%2f30tierney%2ehtml
	f12: social%2bsecurity%2b%2528us%2529%3bcongressional%2bbudget%2boffice%3bdemocratic%2bparty%3bbush%252c%2bgeorge%2bw%3bsuggested%255fopinion%3bsuggested%255fnationalspecial%3bop%252ded%2bcolumnist%3b
	f13: P0ajJuc631WYasLC+Vsu7Q

	f14: 

	form5: 
	f1: 
	f2: 
	f3: 
	f4: 




