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December 18, 2009 
 
BILL MOYERS: Welcome to the JOURNAL.  
 
Something's not right here. One year after the great collapse of our financial system, 
Wall Street is back on top while our politicians dither. As for health care reform, 
you're about to be forced to buy insurance from companies whose stock is soaring, 
and that's just dandy with the White House. 
 
Truth is, our capitol's being looted, republicans are acting like the town rowdies, the 
sheriff is firing blanks, and powerful Democrats in Congress are in cahoots with the 
gang that's pulling the heist. This is not capitalism at work. It's capital. Raw money, 
mounds of it, buying politicians and policy as if they were futures on the hog market. 
 
 
Here to talk about all this are two journalists who don't pull their punches. Robert 
Kuttner is an economist who helped create and now co-edits the progressive 
magazine THE AMERICAN PROSPECT, and the author of the book OBAMA'S 
CHALLENGE, among others.  
 
Also with me is Matt Taibbi, who covers politics for ROLLING STONE magazine where 
he is a contributing editor. He's made a name for himself writing in a no-holds-
barred, often profane, but always informative and stimulating style that gets under 
the skin of the powerful. His most recent article is "Obama's Big Sellout," about the 
President's team of economic advisers and their Wall Street connections. It's been 
burning up the blogosphere. Welcome to both of you.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Let's start with some news. Some of the big insurance companies, 
Well Point, Cigna, United Health, all surged to a 52 week high in their share prices 
this week when it was clear there'd be no public option in the health care bill going 
through Congress right now. What does that tell you, Matt?  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Well, I think what most people should take away from this is that the 
massive subsidies for health insurance companies have been preserved while it's also 
expanded their customer base because there's an individual mandate in the bill that's 
going to provide all these companies with the, you know, 25 or 30 million new people 
who are going to be paying for health insurance. So, it's, obviously, a huge boon to 
that industry. And I think Wall Street correctly read what the health care effort is all 
about.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Rahm Emanuel, the President's Chief of Staff, was Bill Clinton's 
Political Director. And Rahm Emanuel's take away from Bill Clinton's failure to get 
health insurance passed was 'don't get on the wrong side of the insurance 
companies.' So their strategy was cut a deal with the insurance companies, the drug 
industry going in. And the deal was, we're not going to attack your customer base, 
we're going to subsidize a new customer base. And that script was pre-cooked so it's 
not surprising that this is what comes out the other side.  
 
BILL MOYERS: So are you saying that this, what some call a sweetheart deal 
between the pharmaceutical industry and the White House, done many months ago 
before this fight really began, was because the drug company money in the 

Our posts and your comments  

January 15, 2010 
Peace Through Education...  

"PROOF OF PEACE There is a cultural 
whisper that answered my first 
wonderings about peace as a ..." - Kelly 
Florez  

Page 1 of 14Bill Moyers Journal . Transcripts | PBS

1/16/2010http://www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/12182009/transcript4.html



Democratic Party?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Well, it's two things. Part of it was we need to do whatever it 
takes to get a bill. Never mind whether it's a really good bill, let's get a bill passed so 
we can claim that we solved health insurance. Secondly, let's get the drug industry 
and the insurance industry either supporting us or not actively opposing us. So that 
there was some skirmishing around the details, but the deal going in was that the 
administration, drug companies, insurance companies are on the same team. Now, 
that's one way to get legislation, it's not a way to transform the health system. Once 
the White House made this deal with the insurance companies, the public option was 
never going to be anything more than a fig leaf. And over the summer and the fall, it 
got whittled down, whittled down, whittled down to almost nothing and now it's 
really nothing.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Yeah, and this was Howard Dean's point this week was that this 
individual mandate that's going to force people to become customers of private 
health insurance companies, the Democrats are going to end up owning that policy 
and it's going to be extremely unpopular and it's going to be theirs for a generation. 
It's going to be an albatross around the neck of this party.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Think about it, the difference between social insurance and an 
individual mandate is this. Social insurance everybody pays for it through their taxes, 
so you don't think of Social Security as a compulsory individual mandate. You think 
of it as a benefit, as a protection that your government provides. But an individual 
mandate is an order to you to go out and buy some product from some private 
profit-making company, that in the case of a lot of moderate income people, you 
can't afford to buy. And the shell game here is that the affordable policies are either 
very high deductibles and co-pays, so you can afford the monthly premiums but then 
when you get sick, you have to pay a small fortune out of pocket before the coverage 
kicks in. Or if the coverage is decent, the premiums are unaffordable. And so here's 
the government doing the bidding of the private industry coercing people to buy 
profit-making products that maybe they can't afford and they call it health reform.  
 
BILL MOYERS: So explain this to the visitor from Mars. I mean, just this week, the 
Washington Post and ABC News had a poll showing that the American public supports 
the Medicare buy-in that-  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Right.  
 
BILL MOYERS: By a margin of some 30 points-  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Right.  
 
BILL MOYERS: And yet, it went down like a lead balloon.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Look, there are two ways, if you're the President of the United 
States sizing up a situation like this that you can try and create reform. One is to 
say, well, the interest groups are so powerful that the only thing I can do is I can 
work with them and move the ball a few yards, get some incremental reform, hope it 
turns into something better. The other way you can do it is to try to rally the people 
against the special interests and play on the fact that the insurance industry, the 
drug industry, are not going to win any popularity contests with the American people. 
And you, as the president, be the champion of the people against the special 
interests. That's the course that Obama's chosen not to pursue.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: And I think, you know, a lot of what the Democrats are doing, they 
don't make sense if you look at it from an objective point of view, but if you look at it 
as a business strategy- if you look at the Democratic Party as a business, and their 
job is basically to raise campaign funds and to stay in power, what they do makes a 
lot of sense. They have a consistent strategy which involves negotiating a fine line 
between sentiment on the left and the interests of the industries that they're out 
there to protect. And they've always, kind of, taken that fork in the road and gone 
right down the middle of the line. And they're doing that with this health care bill and 
that's- it's consistent.  
 
BILL MOYERS: If you were Republican, wouldn't you feel right now that it's going 
your way? I mean, the Democrats control the White House, they control Congress 
and the only thing they've been able to make happen this year is escalate the war in 
Afghanistan.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: The Democrats are in exactly the same position that the Republicans 
were in once the Iraq War turned bad. All the Republicans have to do now is sit back 
and watch the Democrats make a disaster out of this health care effort. And they're 
going to gain political capital whether they're in the right or not. And I think it's a 
very- it's a terrible thing for the party.  
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BILL MOYERS: Some of your progressive readers and colleagues are going to take 
issue with you, of course, because there are progressive figures like John Podesta, of 
the Center for American Progress, Kevin Drum, and others who say, look, this bill has 
its real problems. It's got some real toxic qualities to it. But it's not as bad as Kuttner 
and Taibbi think. This is the Senate bill, it covers 30 million-plus more people, has 
subsidies for low-income families, spreads the risk, lowers some premium costs, 
creates some exchanges where people can shop for better coverage and prices. You 
know, don't be too hard on it.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Well, my co-editor, Paul Starr in the editorial in the current 
issue of "The Prospect" takes exactly that position. Don't be too hard on Obama, he 
inherited a really difficult situation and we're making incremental progress. If we 
could've done better we would've. Paul and I disagree about that. I mean, I think 
one of the challenges of a president is to transform the reality rather than just work 
within its parameters. I think the other problem, frankly, is that those of us who 
consider ourselves progressives invested so much in this remarkable figure, Barack 
Obama. And we read our own hopes into him. We saw him as a potentially great 
president. We saw this as a potentially transformative moment, I certainly did, where 
he could've chosen to be the kind of president Roosevelt was. And it turns out that's 
not who is characteralogically and that's not how he chose to play the moment.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Yes or no. If you were a senator, would you vote for this Senate 
health care bill?  
 
MATT TAIBBI: No.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Bob?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Yes.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Why? You just said it's designed to enhance the fortunes of the 
industry.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Well, it's so far from what I think is necessary that I don't think 
it's a it's a good bill. But I think if it goes down, just because of the optics of the 
situation and the way the Republicans have framed this as a make or break moment 
for President Obama, it will make it easier for the Republicans to take control of 
Congress in 2010. It will make Obama even more gun-shy about promoting reform. 
It will create even more political paralysis. It will embolden the republicans to block 
what this President is trying to do, some of which is good, at every turn. So I would 
hold my nose and vote for it.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: My feeling on it is just looking more concretely at the health care 
problem, this is a bill that to me doesn't address the two biggest problems with the 
health care crisis. One is the inefficiency and the bureaucracy and the paperwork 
which it doesn't address at all. It doesn't standardize anything. The other is price, 
which has now fallen by the wayside because there's no going to be no public option 
that's going to drive down prices. So, if a health care bill that doesn't address those 
two problems, to me, is- and additionally is a big give-away to the insurance 
companies because it provides, you know- it creates this new customer base, it's 
something I personally couldn't vote for.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Aren't you saying that in order to save the Democratic President and 
the Democratic Party in 2010 and 2012 you have to have a really rotten health 
insurance bill?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Well, when you come down to one pivotal moment where a bill 
is before Congress and the administration has staked the entire presidency on this 
bill and you're a progressive Democrat are you going to vote for it or not? Let me put 
it this way, if I were literally in the position that Joe Lieberman is in and it was up to 
me to determine whether this bill live or die, I would hold my nose and vote for it 
even though I have been a fierce critic of the path this administration has taken.  
 
BILL MOYERS: But doesn't that further the dysfunction and corruption of the 
system that you write so often about? I mean, you said a few weeks ago that our 
failed health care system won't get fixed because it exists entirely within the confines 
of yet another failed system, the political entity known as the United States of 
America. You said we have a government that is not equipped to fix actual crisis. So 
if Bob votes for a bill that in his heart and in his mind he does not believe really helps 
the situation, isn't he furthering a government that can't solve the actual crisis?  
 
MATT TAIBBI: I think so. I understand his point of view. But I my feeling is that if 
you vote for this bill and it passes, that's your one shot at fixing a catastrophic and 
completely dysfunctional health care system for the next generation maybe. And I 
think it's much better for the Democrats to lose on this issue and then have to 
regroup maybe eight years later, or six years later, and try again and do a better job 
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the next time than to have it go through.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: We're going to have to do that anyway. In other words, these 
fights never end. We're going to have to go back and make a fight another day. And 
hopefully, that won't be 20 years from now. Hopefully, it will be six years from now. I 
think if this bill goes down it's going to be even harder to get the kind of legislation 
we want because the Republicans are really going to be on the march. So, the 
Democrats are really between a rock and a hard place here, because if it loses, 
there's one set of ways the Republicans gain. If it wins, there could be another set of 
ways that the Republicans gain. And this is all because of the deal that our friend, 
Rahm Emanuel struck back in the spring of passing a bill that's a pro-industry bill 
that doesn't really get at the structural problems.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: But that's the whole point. If the Democrats had used as a political 
strategy, we're just going to do what the vast majority of our constituents want and 
pass a bill that was real, that had real teeth to it, that provided real benefits and 
actually fixed the problems then, you know, the political benefits that the 
Republicans could've had after the passage of the bill would've been very limited it 
seems to me. They could've only gone that one direction and criticized that you 
know, as a, you know, a socialist give-away. They couldn't have criticized it as an 
industry give-away and ineffective.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Look, this is not Monday morning quarterbacking.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Right.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I mean, I was making the same criticisms that you were at the 
time. But now we're down to a moment of final passage. And maybe my views are 
very ambivalent. But I would still vote for it because I think the defeat would be 
absolutely crushing in terms of the way the press played it, in terms of the way it 
would give encouragement to the far right in this country that we can block this guy 
if we just fight hard enough, if we just demagogue it.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: But couldn't that defeat turn into- that crushing defeat, couldn't that 
be good for the Democrats? Couldn't it teach them a lesson that, you know, maybe 
they have to pursue a different course in the future?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Well, you're younger than I am.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Matt, Senator Russ Feingold of Wisconsin, a very progressive 
member of Congress who's been at this table wanted a public option. He says this 
health care bill appears to be the legislation that the president wanted in the first 
place.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Yeah, I mean, I think that makes sense. Yeah, it's quite obvious that 
at the outset of this process, the White House didn't want, for instance, single payer 
even on the table, you know, when Max Baucus had his initial discussions in 
committee on this bill, he invited something like 43 people to give their ideas about, 
you know, how the bill might look in the future. And he didn't invite a single person 
from- who was an advocate of single payer health care. So that was never on the 
table. And it's quite clear that the public option was looked at more as a political 
obstacle for the White House as opposed to something that they really wanted. They 
kind of used it as something to scare the Republicans and the moderates with. And 
that's really all it ended up turning out to be.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Yeah, if he had wanted a public option, if he'd wanted a Medicare 
buy-in, he could have tried to persuade the public and the Congress.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: That's what's so galling. Yeah.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Galling?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I mean, if you if you roll back the tape he could've played it so 
differently and he could've gotten a better bill. But we are where we are.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: I mean, that's what George Bush did when he wanted to get 
something unpopular passed or something that was iffy. I mean, he just took, you 
know, if there were any recalcitrant members, he just took him in the back room and 
beat him with a rubber hose until they changed their minds. I mean, he could've 
taken Joe Lieberman back there and said, look, if Connecticut ever wants a dime of 
highway money again, you're going to have to play ball on this thing. That's what the 
president does. I mean, the president has an enormous amount of power. The 
leaders, the majority leaders have an enormous amount of power. And if they want 
to pass something, they can do it. And especially when there's a tremendous public 
mandate to get something like this passed. I just- the idea that they couldn't do this 
was- is a fallacy.  
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BILL MOYERS: But members of Congress, they take the same contributions from 
the same insurance and real estate and drug industry. You look at the list of 
contributions to members of Congress- they are as saddled by obligations as the 
President, right?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Well, some are and some aren't. I mean, the House, at least, 
just passed a bill that's over $100 billion to extend unemployment, extend insurance 
benefits in the interim prevent lay-offs at the level of state and local government. 
Now, you have a group of Democrats, and this is the real pity of it. The Democrats 
are supposed to be the party of the average person. You have the so-called New 
Democrats who are really the party of Wall Street. And then you have the Blue Dogs 
who are fiscal conservatives. And if you look at what happened in Barney Frank's 
committee to the financial reform bill, he's a pretty good liberal, he ended up looking 
like a complete stooge for industry because in order to get a bill out of his own 
committee, he had to appease the 15 New Democrats, so-called, who were put on 
that committee mostly by Rahm Emanuel when he was the-  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Sort of as a means to raise money.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: As a means to raise money. So Melissa Bean, who's a two-term 
Democratic Congressman ends up being the power broker because she controls 15 
votes on Barney Frank's committee of what she's going to allow out of committee 
and what she isn't.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Why does she control 15 votes?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Because there are 15 New Dems, and this is the centrist caucus 
that particularly specializes in taking money from the financial industry.  
 
BILL MOYERS: You call them centrist, don't you mean corporate Democrats? I 
mean-  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Corporate, yes, sorry. That's too kind. They're corporate 
Democrats who were put on that committee because Rahm Emanuel felt that there's 
no better place than the House Financial Services Committee if you want to shake 
down Wall Street, to put it bluntly.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: There's a great example of Melissa Bean's power was when the 
banks wanted to pass an amendment into the bill that would have prevented the 
states from making their own tougher financial regulatory rules. And Bean put 
through this amendment that basically said that the federal government would have 
purview over all these laws. And it passed. And this was the kind of thing that the 
banks wanted. They just go to Melissa Bean, she puts that amendment in there and 
it and it gets through.  
 
BILL MOYERS: If you were Barack Obama in a city that's overrun by money, how 
would you try to fix it?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I would go over the heads of the special interests to the people. 
I think there's a lot of sullen apprehension, frustration out in the country. And I think 
the people are hungry for leadership. He's not doing that sufficiently.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: It's absolutely a political winner for the president to hit Wall Street 
very hard and do all the things that he's supposed to be doing right now. You know, 
that all the things that FDR did. If he did those things, if he remade Wall Street in 
the way that it needs to be remade, he would do nothing but gain popularity. And I 
think that's the strategy he should have pursued.  
 
BILL MOYERS: But what if by nature, that's not what he wants to do? What if, by 
nature, he prefers to head the establishment, than to change it?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Then he runs the risk of being a failed president. And I do have 
the audacity to hope that he's a smart enough, principled enough guy, that some 
time in his second year in office, he's going to realize that he's at a crossroads.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: This isn't a purely political problem. This isn't just a question of how 
does Barack Obama get reelected. This is a serious problem. He has to put aside 
maybe his inclinations to think about what he can do to actually fix the country. And 
it's, you know, desperately in need of fixing. And so, if he's not that guy, he has to 
become that guy.  
 
BILL MOYERS: You say it's a serious problem. But isn't from your own experiences, 
your long experience, your recent experience, isn't this the fundamental question 
issue of why it's not working, that there's too much money canceling out other 
imperatives, other needs, other possibilities?  
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MATT TAIBBI: This is the fundamental question. Is there a way that we can have a 
politician get elected without the sponsorship of special interests? Can we get 
somebody in the White House who's independent of the special interests that are in 
the way of real reform? And that's the problem. We haven't been able to have that 
happen. And we need to find a way to have that happen.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Right. And I think it's not accidental that the last three 
Democratic presidents have been at best, corporate Democrats. And one hoped 
because of the depth of the crisis and the disgrace of deregulation and ideology, and 
the practical failure of the Bush presidency, this was a moment for a clean break. 
The fact that even at such a moment, even with an outsider president campaigning 
on change we can believe in, that Barack Obama turned out to be who he has been 
so far, is just so revealing in terms of the structural undertow that big money 
represents in this country. The question is: Is he capable of making a change -- he's 
only been in office less than a year -- in time to redeem the moment, redeem his 
own promise?  
 
BILL MOYERS: When you talk about corporate Democrats, exactly what do you 
mean?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I mean Democrats who are reluctant to cross swords with the 
corporate elite that has so much power in this country, whether it's the Wall Street 
elite or whether it's the health-industrial complex.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: And I think, you know, back in the in the mid-'80s, after Walter 
Mondale lost, I think the Democrats made a conscious decision that they were no 
longer going to rely entirely on interest groups and unions to fund their campaigns, 
that they were going to try to close that funding gap with the Republicans. And they 
made a lot of concessions to the financial services industry to big corporations. And 
that's who they are now. I mean--  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: That's a little too harsh. Just the pity of it is there are probably 
40 Democrats in the Senate who are not corporate Democrats. And there are 
probably 200 Democrats in the House who are not corporate Democrats. If we could 
push a little harder, we can take back our political system and have a democratically 
elected set of officials who are the kind of counterweight to big money that we need 
in order to get reform.  
 
BILL MOYERS: So Democrats have their own obstructionists?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Yeah. You have Republican wall-to-wall obstructionism, which is 
partisan. And with a few exceptions, Republicans are totally in bed with big business. 
And you have just enough Democrats who are in bed with big business that it makes 
it much harder for progressive Democrats to follow the agenda that the country 
needs.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: It just takes a lot of guts. It takes a lot of nerve. It takes a 
willingness to be somewhat radical.  
 
BILL MOYERS: What you mean, radical?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I mean, confronting the elite that really has a hammerlock on 
politics in this country and articulating the needs of ordinary people. Now, in 
Washington, that's considered radical.  
 
BILL MOYERS: I was thinking about both of you Sunday night when President 
Obama was on 60 MINUTES and he said…  
 
PRESIDENT OBAMA: I did not run for office to be helping out a bunch of fat cat 
bankers on Wall Street.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Then on Monday afternoon, he had this photo opportunity in which 
he scolded the bankers and then they took it politely and graciously, which they 
could've done because the Hill at that very moment was swarming with banking 
lobbyists making sure that what the President wants doesn't happen. I mean, what 
did you think as you watched him on 60 MINUTES or watched that press conference? 
 
 
MATT TAIBBI: It seemed to me that it was a response to a lot of negative criticism 
that he's been getting in the media lately, that they are probably looking at the 
President's poll numbers from the last couple of weeks that have been remarkably 
low. And a lot of that has to do with some perceptions about his ties to Wall Street. 
And I think they felt a need to come out and make a strong statement against Wall 
Street, whether they're actually do anything is, sort of, a different question. But I 
think that was my impression.  
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ROBERT KUTTNER: I was appalled. I was just appalled because think of the timing. 
On Thursday and Friday of last week, the same week when the president finally gives 
this tough talk on "60 Minutes," a very feeble bill is working its way through the 
House of Representatives and crucial decisions are being made. And where is the 
President? I mean, there was an amendment to put some teeth back in the provision 
on credit default swaps and other kinds of derivatives. And that went down by a 
handful of votes. And to the extent that the Treasury and the White House was 
working that bill, at all, they were working the wrong side. There was a there was a 
provision to exempt foreign exchange derivatives from the teeth in the bill. That--  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Foreign exchange derivatives are what caused the Long Term Capital 
Management crisis--  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Sure.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: A tremendous problem.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Ten or 12 years ago, right?  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Right.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Yeah. And, Treasury was lobbying in favor of that. There was a 
provision in the bill to exempt small corporations, not so small, I believe at $75 
million and under, from a lot of the provisions of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act requiring 
honest accounting. Rahm Emanuel personally was lobbying in favor of that.  
 
BILL MOYERS: So you had the Treasury and the White House chief of staff arguing 
on behalf of the banking industry?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Right. Right. And so here's the president two days later giving a 
tough speech. Why wasn't he working the phones to toughen up that bill and, you 
know, walk the talk?  
 
BILL MOYERS: Get on the phone with the Chairman of the Committee and say, if 
you want that dam in your district, I want your vote on this.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Right.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Right.  
 
BILL MOYERS: And that's what you mean?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Yeah.  
 
BILL MOYERS: You might praise them in public, but you threaten them in private, 
right?  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Exactly, yeah. They have--  
 
BILL MOYERS: Nobody's afraid of Obama, you know. You go to Washington as you 
do, report from Washington. Nobody's afraid of him.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Right.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: This style is rather diffident. His style is rather hands-off. He's 
very principled. But, if you're going to be a politician, you have to get in there and 
mix it up. And to the extent that his surrogates are mixing it up, when it comes to 
reforming Wall Street, they're mixing it up on the wrong side.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Well, explain this to me. What is your own take on why he chose 
Geithner and Summers and people from Goldman Sachs and Wall Street to come and 
be his financial advisors, instead of choosing Stiglitz--  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Volker--  
 
BILL MOYERS: Some of his advisors from the progressive wing of the Democratic 
system?  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Most people that I've talked to have taken one of two positions on 
this. One is that Obama was naïve, that he doesn't know a whole about the financial 
services industry, and he felt the need to rely upon people who'd been there before, 
people who've had these jobs before, and you know, who have this expertise. And 
there's another school of thought that look, he took more money from Wall Street 
than any other presidential candidate in history. Goldman Sachs was his number one 
private campaign contributor. And if you just look at the evidence, it's just really 
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business as usual. This is what the Democratic Party has done since the mid-'80s. 
They've relied heavily on the financial services industry to fund their campaigns. And 
it's the quid pro quo. They gave a lot of money to help these guys run, and in return, 
they get the big jobs, you know, in the White House.  
 
BILL MOYERS: But here's how they repay him. This is on "The Huffington Post:" 
"Bank lobbyists launch call to action to crush financial reform. The American Bankers 
Association issued a call to action on Wednesday urging its lobbyist and member 
banks to make an all-out effort to crush regulatory reform in the Senate." This is how 
they reward his own tolerance towards them, right?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Right. And you've got to play hardball against these guys now. 
I do not want to leave this show with your viewers thinking this has been just a 
council of despair. So will you allow me to play Pollyanna for 30 seconds? Because I 
think this guy is nothing if not a work in progress. He's nothing if not a learner. And I 
think there is a chance. I don't think I would bet my life on it but I think there's a 
possibility that by the fall of 2010, looking down the barrel of a real election blowout, 
you could see him change course, if only for reasons of expediency, but hopefully for 
reasons of principle as well, if he feels that the public doesn't have confidence that he 
is delivering the kind of recovery that the public needs. This is a guy who is a very 
smart, complicated man. And I think don't speak too soon, for the wheel's still in 
spin. I don't want to totally give up.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Yeah. I mean, obviously, it's too early to completely abandon hope 
that he's going to turn things around. But I think that's a belief that's not really 
based on evidence. If you look at the evidence of how he's behaved so far, and who 
he's got, you know, working in the White House, and who he's getting his money 
from, and how the party has behaved over the last couple of decades. You're really 
basically relying upon the impression that he gives as a kind, decent, warm-hearted 
intellectual guy. That's what the basis of that faith that there's going to be this 
turnaround. It's really not anything that's actually concretely happened that would 
give you reason to think that.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: The other thing that's missing, if you compare him with 
Roosevelt or LBJ or Lincoln, the other thing that's missing is a social movement. In 
all of these great periods of transformation, you had social movements doing a 
complicated dance with the president, where sometimes they were working with him, 
sometimes they were beating up on him. That certainly describes the civil rights 
movement and Lyndon Johnson. It describes the abolitionists and Lincoln. It 
describes the labor movement and Roosevelt. Where's the movement?  
 
BILL MOYERS: Coming down to the office this morning, the cab driver turned and 
said, "You see the newspaper this morning?" And he turns and hands me the NEW 
YORK POST. "It's Wall Good: Wall Street Earnings Soar to $49 Billion in the First 
Three Quarters of the Year … Profitability has soared because revenues rose … Wall 
Street bonuses for employees in the city may be as much as 40 percent higher than 
in 2008." What would you say to the President about this? Does he know?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I think, to some extent, the White House lives in an echo 
chamber. They do these public events that are intended to demonstrate that the 
president's listening, that he's feeling our pain. Congress gets a very bad rap. But I 
was invited to speak to the House Democrat caucus a couple a weeks ago. And they 
are furious. They can't publicly embarrass their president, but they go home on 
weekends and they talk to their folks and they hear the individual stories of 
suffering. And they feel that certainly the Treasury, to some extent the White House, 
just doesn't get it and the Republicans are going to end up with a narrative and the 
Tea Party folks, it's the far right that is on the march when ordinary people need a 
champion.  
 
BILL MOYERS: So, what are people to do?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I think there are there are things that are not too complex for 
people to understand. If the value of your home is going down the drain because the 
government's not doing anything about an epidemic of foreclosures, that's the kind 
of thing that people can talk about across a kitchen table. They do talk about it 
across the kitchen table. And you need more leadership like a Marcy Kaptur or a 
Maria Cantwell, elected officials who get it, who have not been bought and paid for 
by Wall Street stirring up people and turning this into a movement.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: And that's really where Barack Obama's failings are the biggest. This 
is exactly where we need a president with the communication skills that he has. I 
mean, he's probably the one person who could help all of America make sense of all 
this stuff. And he's not doing it. I mean, he's doing these photo ops, you know, 
earlier in the week, with a couple of bankers. It's a kabuki dance to show that he's 
against Wall Street. But he's not explaining to people how all this stuff works. And 
that's the problem.  
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BILL MOYERS: Are you a cynic after all your reporting this year?  
 
MATT TAIBBI: No, not at all. I mean, I think on the contrary. I think cynicism is 
accepting all this as, you know, politics, as the way it is. I think we have to not 
accept what's going on. And that's not being cynical. That's being helpful.  
 
BILL MOYERS: But is it naïve to think that in a country of so many clashing 
interests, we might get better results from the political system than we're getting 
right now?  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: I think there are periods of American history when the political 
system rises to the occasion. It certainly did with the civil rights movement. It 
certainly did in the 1930s. But there's no guarantee that it's going to come out the 
way it needs their come out. So I wouldn't give up on the political system. I mean, 
you have to keep fighting and working to rebuild democracy. Democracy is the only 
possible counterweight to concentrated financial power. And ideally, that takes a 
great president rendezvousing with a social movement. One way or another, there is 
going to be a social movement. Because so many people are hurting, and so many 
people are feeling correctly that Wall Street is getting too much and Main Street is 
getting too little. And if it's not a progressive social movement that articulates the 
frustration and the reform program, you know that the right wing is going to do it. 
And that, I think, is what ought to be scaring us silly.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: We are starting to see signs of a little bit of a grassroots movement. 
I mean, the stuff, you know, people who are refusing to leave their homes after 
they've been foreclosed upon. There are little pockets of movements you know, 
groups that are organizing against foreclosures all across the country. And this is one 
small slice of the economic picture that where it's quite clear what's going on, and 
people can really understand the relationship that they have with the financial 
services industry. And I think if, you know, there it's possible to imagine a movement 
coalescing around something like that.  
 
BILL MOYERS: Matt Taibbi, Robert Kuttner, thank you for being with me on the 
Journal.  
 
MATT TAIBBI: Thank you.  
 
ROBERT KUTTNER: Thanks, Bill.  
 
ANNOUNCER: For the first ten months of 2009, lobbying money from the Finance 
Sector: $334 million. Lobbying money from the Health Sector: $396 million. Real 
Reform? Priceless.  
 
BILL MOYERS: If the discussion you've just heard has not already raised your ire to 
the boiling point, consider this. According to the non profit Americans for Financial 
Reform, Wall Street is paying itself $150 billion in compensation and bonuses. They 
say that would be enough to solve the budget crises of every one of the 50 states, or 
prevent all foreclosures for four years, or create millions of jobs.  
 
So what to do about this gross inequality? Well, for one thing, how about taking to 
heart the story of Steve Meacham and his merry band, City Life/Vida Urbana. In 
neighborhoods just south of Boston, City Life rallies people to fight foreclosures on 
their homes. As we end the year, we thought Steve Meacham and his friends at City 
Life deserve another hearing.  
 
ROBERTO VELAZQUEZ: My name is Roberto Velazquez and I'm facing a 
foreclosure.  
 
ABBEY COOK: My name is Abbey Cook, I'm near the foreclosure, not sure yet but 
we're in trouble.  
 
UNNAMED MAN: I'm trying to see if I can save my house.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT MEETING]: The first meeting of the 1st Bank Tenant 
Association of Lynn is happening this Sunday. And it's going to be modeled after 
what you're doing.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: I work for a community organization called City Life. And I'm a 
community organizer there. You know, that's become a bit famous of late as a 
profession, but I've been doing it all my life.  
 
MELONIE GRIFFITHS: Foreclosure and eviction are two totally different processes.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: On our Tuesday night meetings we get our squad of people in 
here who are residents of foreclosed buildings. We spend about the first half of the 
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meeting with everybody in the room, explaining basic legal rights.  
 
JAMES BROOKS: Can I ask again, how many people need to see lawyers?  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: We have a group of volunteer lawyers who are here each 
Tuesday night. And they go into the back cubicles of our office and people go out and 
speak to lawyers independently. So it's a great combination of creative lawyering and 
community organizing.  
 
JAMES BROOKS: Can you be evicted for not paying your mortgage? Yes or No?  
 
CROWD: No!  
 
JAMES BROOKS: Only a judge can evict you. So, if someone offers you cash for 
keys what do you say to them?  
 
CROWD: No!  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: A lot of what we do when people are coming in, is create the 
moral space for people to feel like they have the right to resist, because they're told 
by almost everybody that they don't. You know, their first reaction is, "There's 
nothing I can do because the bank owns the building now." And that is part of a 
disempowerment that goes far beyond that situation.  
 
And part of the reason that people love to come here I think is that not only are we 
giving them solidarity and support in fighting the bank, but in so doing, it's like a, 
kind of upsetting this whole apple cart of disempowerment that they've been fed for 
years and years and years.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT MEETING]: When you're done with the attorney, please 
come back. We have a lot more to do in the meeting, crucial protests coming up.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM IN CAR]: Well Dorchester is kind of the epicenter of foreclosure 
crisis in Boston. You know, there's maybe as many as half of all the foreclosure 
deeds in Boston are filed in Dorchester.  
 
I think at one point a single family house in Dorchester was probably going for $350 
to $400,000 like, in 2005 and -6 at the height of the real estate bubble. And now 
those same properties are worth probably less than $200,000-- half that mortgage 
value or less. And that is the crisis in a nutshell right there.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: One of the unheralded things about this crisis right now is that 
there's an awful lot of owners who come to us who cannot afford their home at the 
inflated value, at the adjustable rate mortgage price. But they have plenty of income 
to afford their home at the real value at a 30-year fixed. And so why not just give 
them the property back at that amount? If they're foreclosed on, the best the bank 
that can do is sell the property at the real value. By definition, that is the absolute 
best.  
 
If Deutsche Bank forecloses on Joe Schmoe the best they can do is to sell that 
property at real value. So if Joe Schmoe can afford the property at real value, why 
not sell it back to him? But the only reason the banks aren't doing that is because of 
what they call moral hazard. They say basically that homeowners should be punished 
because they signed these loan documents.  
 
These are the same guys who have run our entire economy into the ground and who 
have been rewarded with billions in taxpayer bailouts and have used billions of that 
money to give bonuses to the very executives that drove their companies and the 
whole economy into the ground. And they are citing moral hazard as the reason why 
they can't resell that property to the existing homeowners at the real value. That is 
disgusting and hypocritical and in the extreme.  
 
[MELONIE GRIFFITHS ON PHONE]: I kind of feel like you might want to have 
somebody look at your debt to income ratio too just to make sure you're in a 
comfortable loan, because something doesn't sound right. Especially if just losing a 
small part-time portion of your income causes you to not even be able to make those 
payments.  
 
MELONIE GRIFFITHS: I heard about City Life when I knew I was kind of falling 
behind on my mortgage and I was coming close to foreclosure. And my, you know, 
there was no help.  
 
[MELONIE GRIFFITHS ON PHONE]: Okay? Alright, thanks, Ada.  
 
MELONIE GRIFFITHS: When you come here, you automatically get connected. It 
was the only place I came. I was kind of looked down upon everywhere else I went. 
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So I automatically felt a connection.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT MEETING]: You know, this is all Dorchester basically here 
and Jamaica Plain, and Roxbury.  
 
MELONIE GRIFFITHS: One of the things I loved about when I came to City Life and 
what kept me here. Was that they didn't really do for me, they helped me. They 
would direct me, but they never once did it for me and I liked that.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: You can fight it, you know. Somebody might want to give them a 
call from here whose not you.  
 
[MELONIE GRIFFITHS AT MEETING]: Yeah. I know. I just want to be fighting all 
the time…  
 
MELONIE GRIFFITHS: It's empowering. And I think that's what we do for our 
members. And it's kind of-- it empowers them to then take on a leadership role. 
Although I work for City Life, I have people in the group that are just as involved, 
just as committed and dedicated to this work and I think it's because of the approach 
that City Life takes.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT MEETING]: I'll look it over. I'll make some suggestions 
probably; we'll get to a final one. You sign it, I'll send it and fax it over to the lawyer. 
 
 
STEVE MEACHAM: People who come to us generally don't get evicted. People who 
get into the room, who are a part of our organization, who get the legal help that's in 
the room, don't get evicted at a rate of maybe 95 percent they don't get evicted.  
 
Exactly the opposite is true for people who don't get to us. They get evicted almost 
100 percent. So, therefore, that dramatic difference means we got to get people 
here. And we do that through regular mass canvasses.  
 
[MELONIE GRIFFITHS AT MEETING]: So is there anybody who wants to take part 
of Dorchester?  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: We have a bunch of volunteers who come to the office here. And 
they visit foreclosed buildings and leave fliers and talk to people, and tell them don't 
move.  
 
[MELONIE GRIFFITHS AT MEETING]: The last canvass we did one lady, she 
yelled at me, went crazy on me, and she called me two weeks later. So you know, 
these are really- and all I said to her was, "Okay, I'm sorry I'm just going to leave 
this…" and she was like "Get off my door!" and I was like "I'm just going to leave this 
bag." And she called me two weeks later to apologize and ask for help, and we've 
been able to help her, so…  
 
LAUREN WOLINSKY: And they have meetings on Tuesdays that you can attend and 
they have a translator that comes and translates into Spanish the entire meeting.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: The basic message is: "Just because you're living in a foreclosed 
building doesn't mean you have to leave. Know your rights."  
 
DEBORAH MASON: I'm thankful somebody left one of these on my door because I 
was panicking and trying to get ready to look for a place. And just didn't know what 
to do.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: And so through this mass canvassing that's going on constantly, 
that's how people find us and they come to the meeting. And once they get here, 
they don't get evicted.  
 
I've been a community organizer or an organizer, in one way or another for… since 
1972. So that's a long time now. That's 37 years. After some initial period when I 
was doing community organizing in Cambridge actually, I went to work in Quincy 
Shipyard as a welder. And the shipyard was both a grand place to work and a 
hellhole of a place to work.  
 
I have a million stories, but there was one time that they started painting all the 
barges before we welded them, and they painted them with an epoxy paint and when 
you welded on them it turned into cyanide gas. And we actually had to wage a 
struggle so that we wouldn't be breathing cyanide.  
 
So there was all these struggles going on there that made class in this country 
crystal clear. To the degree that class had been a kind of an understanding I had 
from thinking about it or reading about it or things I had experienced as a young 
person, as a child, now was something extremely visceral, you know. That moved it 
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from my head to my gut. And it greatly influenced my subsequent organizing around 
housing.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM IN OFFICE]: These are all protest signs. We have a million of 
them, so I've got to pick out the ones that are useful for the Bank of America 
protest.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: We have a strategy at City Life that we describe at each bank 
tenant meeting that we call The Sword and The Shield, La Espada and El Escudo. The 
Shield is the legal defense and The Sword is a public relations, public protest offense. 
And we find that the two work extremely well in combination.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM IN OFFICE]: This is our Bank of America puppet, who doubles 
as our Deustche Bank puppet, and several other greedy people. But we have this 
sign that hangs on his teeth, that says 'Bank of America' and on the other side that 
says 'I want your bailout and your homes.'  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: A legal defense is not enough because in Massachusetts the 
banks can evict you for no reason. And so for many people the strongest legal 
defense will simply slow the bank down. Slowing the bank down, however, can be 
very, very important because it gives us a chance to use the public protest to good 
benefit.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT PROTEST]: Hey, hey, ho, ho, greedy banks have got to go.  
 
We're here in front of Bank of America because we are demanding that the bank take 
the rent of people who live in foreclosed buildings instead of evicting them.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: So if the bank is facing the prospect of a long, drawn-out legal 
procedure, even one that they might ultimately win, that is both time consuming and 
expensive.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT PROTEST]: Banks get bailed out!  
 
CROWD: People get thrown out!  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT PROTEST]: Banks get bailed out!  
 
CROWD: People get thrown out!  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: And if, at the same time they're going through that, they're 
being regularly protested by City Life or they have public officials calling them, 
asking them, why a bank that just got taxpayers' bailout money should be evicting 
people who are willing to pay rent, that is a public relations battle the bank loses 
every time. So faced with that combination of long, drawn-out legal defense and 
public protest, the banks are very often choosing to negotiate and settle with us.  
 
CROWD: No foreclosures! No eviction! No foreclosures! No eviction!  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: City Life, if it's known for anything, it's known for 
demonstrations. And we do a lot of them. The most famous of recent times are 
eviction blockades that are right in front of somebody's house being evicted.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT DEMONSTRATION]: Today we are witnessing a courageous 
woman taking a stand based on principle!  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: And the point of that is pretty clear. We're trying to stop the 
bank from coming through our lines to evict the family. One reason we do the 
blockades is because they get a lot of publicity. If 50 or 75 people come and sit in 
front of a building and they're folks willing to be arrested, that is dramatic and it gets 
a lot of publicity.  
 
CROWD: Shame, shame, shame.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: I think organizing is a lot about morality. A lot of ways in which 
people are oppressed is presented to them as normal. They may really get the fuzzy 
end of the lollipop, but it's presented to them as just normal. It's just, you know, I've 
had a big real estate corporation representative say to me, as they're evicting 
everybody, "Nothing personal, it's just the market."  
 
And so a lot of our job is to say, is to apply a moral lens to this thing that you're not 
supposed to apply a moral lens to, which is the market. So that if you're evicting 
people in order to make profit and it's just extra profit, you don't need that money to 
run your building, then it is appropriate to say that's immoral. Or if you're a bank 
evicting people for no reason and you're going to cause untold suffering all over the 
city and the state and the country just because you don't think you want to be a 
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landlord, that's immoral. And people have to bear the moral responsibility of their 
actions even if they're doing it through the market. And so bringing the moral lens to 
that stuff really helps our people and helps us organize the resistance.  
 
As part of The Shield and The Sword method there is also a legislative part to our 
program.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM ON BUS]: Well, we're on this tour bus today with legislative 
aides and with press people to give people an understanding of what the foreclosure 
crisis is like in a hard hit neighborhood in Boston, the Four Corners neighborhood of 
Dorchester.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT DEMONSTRATION]: This is really criminal what's going on 
so it seems appropriate to put up on the building that this is a 'White Collar Crime 
Scene'. You know, this is a crime scene, a white collar crime scene. We're going to 
put it right here on the porch.  
 
PRIEST: Right now in my rectory, I have two people staying in my living room 
because they're homeless. They've lost their house and they have no place to go. 
This is the problem we have. 
 
UNNAMED WOMAN: We need to have our neighbors to be able to stay in their 
homes and to be able to live here and to keep it the thriving community that we've 
worked so hard to bring it to be.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: When a person comes to their first rally it is a very scary thing to 
kind of raise your voice in a public setting like that. And when you do it and you kind 
of overcome that and join in the chants or lead the chants or speak at a rally.  
 
UNNAMED MAN: And it was to fight foreclosure and we were able to stop five times, 
I told them I'm not giving up.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: It's very transformative. People find their voice that way. And 
I've seen it happen a lot of times that people in moments of struggle become 
different people and they become better people.  
 
[MELONIE GRIFFITHS AT DEMONSTRATION]: It seems like just yesterday that 
we stood in front of my property, almost in the same way, a lot of the same people, 
defending the same cause.  
 
MELONIE GRIFFITHS: I don't know where that strength came from to do what I 
did. When I think back, like, the me that I know would've just moved out. I always 
say to people, I'm like, "Foreclosure was kind of like one of the best things that 
happened to me." And they're like, "Huh?" Like, but so much good came from it. I 
was able to help so many other people. I learned so much good information that if 
I'd had before, you know, but I can just turn it onto other people and help them not 
make the same mistake. And I kind of feel like it gave me my calling. It kind of put 
me where I needed to be.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: I think that the process by which people, number one, go from 
feeling like victims to being activists on their own behalf. And then they take a step 
beyond that and they become activists on other people's behalf, other people that 
were in the same situation they were in.  
 
LOCAL TV REPORTER: Just a last question, what's it doing to the neighborhood? 
Just real briefly, what kind of an effect?  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: And then they become activists on other issues besides housing. 
And pretty soon they're trying to change the system. And the process by which 
people go through all those stages is a vital part of community organizing. It's not 
only a 'community organizing' way of being, and not only builds organization, that it 
does. But if empathy is somehow the quintessential human emotion, the 
quintessential thing that makes us human, then solidarity is its expression.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT MEETING]: We close each meeting with a solidarity clap so 
if you wouldn't mind standing up.  
 
STEVE MEACHAM: And I think that that experience of solidarity is something that 
feels so good that people come back just for that.  
 
[STEVE MEACHAM AT MEETING]: We're going to beat back bank attack! We're 
going to beat beat back bank attack! We're going to beat back bank attack! We're 
going to beat beat back that bank attack…"  
 
BILL MOYERS: Every year at this time we begin to see lists of "the best of." Best 
television shows of the year. Best movies. Best books. I pay attention, to these lists 
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and see what I've missed and to test my sensibilities against others. You can find my 
own list of "Best Books of 2009" on our website at pbs.org. A word of caution: 
they're "best" by a very subjective standard, my own. Each held me from the first to 
the last page, and I learned something from all of them.  
 
There's one book in particular I would put in everybody's stocking if I could. It's not 
new - it was actually published three years ago. But I read it again this month, and 
found its message more relevant than ever. This is it: NEMESIS: THE LAST DAYS OF 
THE AMERICAN REPUBLIC, by Chalmers Johnson.  
 
A long-time authority on Asia, a prodigious researcher, Johnson has produced a 
trilogy on America's role in the world and the consequences for us at home. His first 
bestseller, BLOWBACK, revealed how the CIA's clandestine efforts abroad came back 
to explode in our face. "The Sorrows of Empire" analyzed how our determination to 
police the world compromises our own safety. NEMESIS picks up on the subject of 
empire and how it poisons our politics and economy.  
 
Now, I know many people bridle at the word "Empire" -- "America's a Republic, not 
an Empire," they say. I once used the word in a speech and afterward a man came 
up to me and said in a very nice way, "Friend, there's only one American empire-and 
if you haven't tasted it, you've missed out on the best apple in the world." I didn't 
get his name and address, or else I would send him a copy of NEMESIS.  
 
Read it for yourself and see why. I won't give away the ending - the story's not really 
over - but I will tease you with the frontispiece, where Chalmers Johnson explains 
the namesake of the title. "In Greek mythology," Nemesis was "the goddess of 
retribution, who punishes human transgression of the natural, right order of things 
and the arrogance that causes it." The Greeks, you see, were big on divine, or 
cosmic justice - nature's way of declaring, "this far and no further." Just a myth? 
Maybe, maybe not. Check out Chalmers Johnson.  
 
There are other books on my list, some quite joyful, even hopeful, believe it or not. 
Send us your suggestions for best book of the year, and we'll add it to ours. Here's 
to the holidays… and good reading.  
 
I'm Bill Moyers. See you next time.  
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