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What Would FDR Do? 

By Lee Harrison, Chairman, Berkshire Brigades 

We’d like to thank the state legislature for voting to give Governor Patrick the 
authority to appoint Paul Kirk interim Senator until the special election.  Now, with 
60 votes in the U.S. Senate, Democrats should be able to control their own destiny.  
Ideally, they would channel FDR – and even LBJ – press their advantage over the 
Know-Nothing Republican party, and actually pass key legislation.  

Of course, it won’t be that easy.  And conservative Senate Democrats like Montana 
Senator Max Baucus are the reasons why.   

Max spent the entire spring and summer watering down his health insurance 
reform bill in an attempt to garner a few “moderate” Republican votes.  He failed 
miserably, and this week his Senate Finance Committee voted against a public 
option, a government-run health insurance program akin to Medicare that would 
help to contain skyrocketing insurance premiums.  The Know-Nothings believe by 
killing the bill – no matter the cost to the average American – they will kill the 
Obama Presidency in the process, and Baucus & Co. are playing right into their 
hands.   

It’s going to take some old-fashioned FDR/LBJ political arm-twisting by Senate 
leaders and President Obama to turn this around.  But we’ve seen this movie 
before. 

In 1933, President Roosevelt bested conservatives and passed Social Security.  
Who would say that was a mistake now? 

In 1965, President Johnson hammered Medicare through Congress.  How many 
seniors, even those screaming against health care reform, would give that up? 

In 2009, we can do the right thing and join the rest of the industrialized world in 
providing health insurance for all citizens.  As the President said in his speech on 
health care, “We did not come to fear the future.  We came here to shape it.” 

But fortunately, we have a backstop.   
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No matter what Max & Co. finally produce, they will have to face a conference 
committee with Speaker Nancy Pelosi and her Democratic Congressional 
colleagues, who are as firm in their support of a public option as is the public.  
Fully 65% of Americans support a strong public option, and Speaker Pelosi has 
been very frank in saying a bill without a public option will not pass the House. 

While Berkshire Brigades vigorously supports passage of universal health care 
through a single-payer (Medicare for All) system, we realize that is not in the cards 
this year.  A bill with a public option is our fall-back position, and we urge the 
President to join Senators John Kerry and Paul Kirk and Congressman John Olver 
in making it happen. 

Meaningful health insurance reform is the keystone of our national recovery, but 
its passage would also show Democrats how to move forward on other critical 
legislation, where the Know-Nothing Republican Party is finding it’s not easy 
being mean … or even to speak with one voice.   

Take climate change.  One of the country’s largest electric utilities, Pacific Gas & 
Electric recently canceled its membership in the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in 
protest over the chamber’s “disingenuous attempts to diminish or distort the 
reality” of climate change. 

Republicans are even breaking ranks on Afghanistan.  While Sen. McCain 
contends we need to send more troops into the abyss that defied Alexander the 
Great, the British Empire, and the Red Army, one major Know-Nothing voice is 
sounding retreat.  Yes, George Will recently penned a column entitled: “Time to 
get out of Afghanistan.” 

“The most intriguing political story in America could very well be the infighting 
inside the Republican Party,” says CQ Politics.  “We’re going to see several 
important GOP primaries next year over the heart and soul of the GOP – Perry vs. 
Hutchison in Texas, Crist vs. Rubio in Florida, the challenge against Utah Sen. 
Bob Bennett, and even the primary challenge against John McCain.” 

So, yes, passing significant health insurance reform this fall is even more important 
than you thought it was.  The President and Congressional Democrats must seize 
the initiative and act as boldly as FDR and LBJ did in similar circumstances.  If we 
don’t stand on our values – if serious health reform fails – everything will be 
jeopardized, and the Know-Nothings will have won after all.   

We have a moral duty to prevent that from happening.   


