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So unpopular is President 
Obama these days that the 

(D) following Democratic can-
didates’ names might stand for 
Denial.

And, so desperate are politi-
cal pundits for any fresh news 
crumb that a molehill quickly 
becomes a mountain. One ill-
chosen word – or, worse, failure 
to answer a reporter’s question 
– and the candidate is suddenly 
redrawn into a caricature he 
doesn’t recognize.

Just ask Mitt 
“47 percent” 
Romney or for-
mer Virginia Gov. 
George “macaca” 
Allen. Now add 
to the list Ken-
tucky Democrat 
and U.S. Senate 
candidate Alison 
Lundergan Grimes, who, upon 
dodging a question about 
whether she voted for President 
Obama, is sitting atop a moun-
tain of media pain. 

A bright, attractive candidate 
any state would be proud to 
claim, Grimes staked her cam-
paign on how much she isn’t like 
Barack Obama. Her ads have 
been so starkly separatist – “I’m 
not Barack Obama” – that she 
might as well have been wearing 
a hazmat suit. 

Note to politicos: When your 
ad begins “I’m not ... ,” you’re 

probably already in trouble. 
And, when you choose to dis-
tance yourself from your own 
party’s leader, people are going 
to wonder whether you ever sup-
ported him – and when you 
stopped. 

Thus, when an editorial board 
asked Grimes whether she had 
voted for Barack Obama in 2008 
and 2012 (she was a Hillary 
Clinton delegate in 2008), 
Grimes tepidly mentioned “the 
sanctity of the ballot box,” and 
then tried to direct attention 
elsewhere. 

Later, when asked the same 
question during a recent debate 
with incumbent Sen. Mitch Mc-
Connell, she elaborated on her 
principled position against such 
questioning, but her reply was 
too little too late. The unan-
swered question had seized the 
buzz and foretold the deluge. 

The point she was trying to 
make is the only one that mat-
ters: How people vote is no one 
else’s business. This is founda-
tional in a free, democratic soci-
ety. Yet, voters will hear little 
else in the remaining weeks be-
fore Election Day than that 
Grimes wouldn’t come clean, 
followed by all the implicit ques-
tions and doubts about her hon-
esty, forthrightness, and, the 
only sin Americans won’t for-
give, hypocrisy.

Oh, what tangled webs ...

But of course Grimes voted 
for Barack Obama! (Or did 
she?)

By her refusal to answer, are 
we to infer that she voted for 
John McCain or Mitt Romney? 
Perhaps she didn’t vote at all. 
Lie avoidance seems a more 
plausible explanation than fear 
of revealing the obvious.

Besides, who agrees with ev-
erything a president does along 
party lines, anyway? A: Only 
people who have nothing inter-
esting to say. 

I admit to some ambivalence 
on the molehill that didn’t have 
to become a mountain. On the 
one hand, the question shouldn’t 
be asked. Or rather, it needn’t be 
answered. On the other hand, 
well, why not just answer the 
dadgum question? 

Media reaction to her dodge 
at fi rst seemed a function of 
narcissistic injury than virtuous 
pursuit of public interest. How 
dare she fl out our right to know? 
In fairness, reporters (including 
yours truly) will always ask the 
(any) question on the well-
grounded assumption that the 
victim, I mean respondent, will 
usually answer. 

Even so, criticism of Grimes’ 
petite omission seems unduly 
harsh. Some analysts have all 
but called her campaign over.  

On a personal note, I don’t 
even know how my husband 

votes – and he would never ask 
me for whom I voted. What is 
marriage without a little mys-
tery?

Right or wrong, the unan-
swered question will linger if  
only because we are a little 
bored. The truth is, Grimes’ 
only substantive error was not 
being prepared for a question 
that, given her campaign ads, 
was all but inevitable. 

Her attempt to focus atten-
tion on ballot sanctity suffered 
from a fi rst mention that was 
weak and a second that seemed 
too studied for an exam that had 
already passed. 

Too bad Grimes didn’t seize 
the opportunity and make mem-
orable the moment when she 
chastised the media for forget-
ting the bloodshed by our fore-
bears and, not long ago, our fel-
low African-American citizens, 
who suffered and died for the 
right to cast a ballot without 
fear of retribution. 

Well, you don’t get a chance 
to take a principled stand every 
day. 

This bitter episode – or teach-
able moment, if  you prefer – 
may yet prove less than fatal, 
but we are reminded nonethe-
less that the unanswered ques-
tion often reveals more than the 
answered one. 

Kathleen Parker is a columnist for The 
Washington Post. 

If you are worried about contracting 
Ebola, I have two suggestions. First, 

stop. Second, get a fl u shot.
On the fi rst: If you live in the United 

States, your chances of getting Ebola 
are vanishingly small – even if you are 
a health care worker, or a journalist 
who travels to Africa to report on the 
epidemic. 

That is not to dimin-
ish the signifi cance of 
the problem. For Libe-
ria, Sierra Leone and 
Guinea, the virus rep-
resents a public health 
catastrophe, one with 
dire implications for 
the continent and be-
yond. For the United 
States, it represents a serious challenge 
to public health protocols – a remind-
er about the interconnectedness of the 
planet in an age of jet travel and a 
wake-up call about the perils of laxity 
in the face of a deadly disease. 

But as Anthony Fauci of the Na-
tional Institutes of Health usefully 
tried to point out on numerous talk 
shows, there is an important distinc-
tion between stopping an Ebola out-
break (which has been done success-
fully in the United States) and 
preventing an individual infection.

 “We’re still quite confi dent because 
of our ability to reach out, do the con-
tact tracing, and isolate people who 
are infected, that we won’t have a pub-
lic outbreak,” Fauci said on NBC’s 
“Meet the Press.” “That’s a different 
thing than an individual health care 
worker unfortunately getting infect-
ed.”

It is human nature, reinforced by 
journalistic instinct, to ignore this 
context. We worry about the plane 
crash and suppress the far more likely, 
and therefore far more terrifying pros-
pect, of the bad driver down the block. 
We ignore the mundane tragedy of 
predictable and in many cases pre-
ventable deaths in favor of the newer, 
newsier threat.  

This may have been good statistics 
and bad parenting, but when my chil-
dren worried about being killed by 
terrorists in the aftermath of 9/11, I 
advised them to fear driving on the 
Beltway. Being alert to the possibility 
of the black swan event doesn’t mean 
ignoring the far more likely reality.

My profession, to put it mildly, 
doesn’t help matters. This is both in-
grained response and business imper-
ative. The news is the man who bites 
the dog. There are no viewers for the 
plane that doesn’t fall from the sky. 
The adage, “If it bleeds, it leads,” is 
terrifyingly apt when it comes to hem-
orrhagic fever. So we swarm to Dallas, 
interview neighbors, tweet breaking 
news bulletins. We are serving the 
public but also disserving it. 

People get riled up, for little rational 
reason. They and some of their politi-
cians clamor to restrict entry from 
Ebola-infected countries, which could 
be counter-productive, and to step up 
screenings of travelers, which makes 
people feel safer without being much 
safer. 

Which brings us to your fl u shot – 
something that could actually protect 
you from a serious illness.

There is an interesting debate about 
how many people die of the fl u each 
year. The standard, prod-the-masses-
into-getting-shots fi gure is north of 
30,000. In fact, the numbers are dodgy 
– fl u is not necessarily listed as the 
cause of death, even when it is – and 
vary widely from year to year. 

A 2010 analysis by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention of 31 
infl uenza seasons, from 1976 to 2007, 
found annual numbers ranging from 
3,349 to 48,614. The World Health 
Organization estimates that annual fl u 
epidemics “result in about 3 million to 
5 million cases of severe illness, and 
about 250,000 to 500,000 deaths” 
worldwide.

Even so, a disappointingly low per-
centage of Americans get fl u shots 
each year, even as the availability of 
vaccinations increases and the cost 
drops. By the end of fl u season, the 
share of those who have received shots 
tends to be less than half, according to 
the CDC. “I don’t need it,” people 
tend to say (28 percent, in a 2011 
RAND Corporation study), or “I 
didn’t get around to it” (16 percent.)

I write this with some sheepishness, 
as someone who hasn’t managed to 
get around to it in the last few years – 
and, even worse, hasn’t managed to 
rouse herself to get around to it for the 
kids either. 

That was dumb. The vaccine isn’t 
foolproof, but it can prevent you from 
contracting the fl u and perhaps make 
your case milder if you do get sick. 
I’m marching us to the drugstore this 
afternoon. 

You should, too. Stop fretting about 
the unlikely. Do something about the 
predictable.

Ruth Marcus is a columnist for The Washington Post. 
Her email is: ruthmarcus@washpost.com

Ebola should 
not be your   

biggest concern

Suspended ND players   
don’t merit sympathy

Editor,
It is alarming but so consis-

tent with much of society’s 
unwillingness to call “wrong” 
what it is, when you read what 
the Notre Dame football player, 
who wore a towel bearing the 
uniform numbers of “fi ve 
players being withheld from 
games because of possible 
academic dishonesty,” (Oct. 14 
HP) is quoted as saying, “We 
obviously think it’s really 
unfortunate what happened to 
them.” 

What is the “really unfortu-
nate” thing – that they got 
caught? If the allegation is 
entirely false, why has it taken so 
long to make that determina-
tion? The coach said of the 
players who wore the towels on 
Saturday, “I think they’re being 
good teammates and just 
recognizing their teammates in 
that situation.” 

I agree that student athletes at 
every level should be supported 
and encouraged ... to moral and 
honorable behavior; to face 
honestly the truth that wrongdo-
ing is wrong and has conse-
quences. It’s embedded in the 
truth of the children’s rhyme, 
paraphrased: “Three little 
kiddies jumping on the bed; one 
fell down and bumped his head. 
Mama called the doctor and the 
doctor said, ‘That’s what you get 
for jumping on the bed.’” 

As long as wrongdoing is 
tolerated, excused or called by 
any other name than what it is, 
human nature will want to let it 
slip by. Jeff Benedict and Armen 
Keteyian, in their thoroughly 
researched book, “The System,” 
write this thought-provoking 
conclusion in the fi nal para-
graph: “The vivid pageantry, 
collective excellence, communal 
celebration and fi erce competi-
tion provided the grand spec-
tacle only NCAA football 
played at its highest level can 
deliver. One could almost forget 
the unremitting pressure, the 
scandals haunting the sport – 
the bidding wars for top recruits; 
the booster payoffs; the horrifi c 
injuries; the academic cheating, 

the rising tide of criminal acts ...
“Almost.”

Gerald Schroer
Stevensville

Only Democrats can          
offer change on Nov. 4

Editor,
As a senior citizen, a woman 

and member of the middle class, 
I will vote on Nov. 4 for change 
in the things I care about: 
protection of Social Security for 
seniors, equal pay for women 
and men doing the same work, 
more funding for education to 
prepare young people for the 
evolving job market, same sex 
marriage as a constitutional 
right, raising the minimum wage 
NOW so that in a 40-hour work 
week, a woman or man can 
support a family which in turn 
will help decrease crime, deci-
sions by our leaders based on 
knowledge and proven scientifi c 
facts to protect our environment 
and justice and transparency in 
our legal system.

If you care about these same 
things, I urge you to vote for our 
Democratic candidates. They are 
qualifi ed, dedicated and will not 
disappoint you if given the 
chance. Unfortunately, our 

current elected offi cials have 
proven that they are not capable 
of effecting these changes.

 We have a great opportunity 
now by voting Democratic on 
Nov. 4. Vote for change.

Eileen Cropley
Benton Harbor

Support Tomasini               
for LMC Board of Trustees

Editor,
We would like to encourage 

readers to join us in supporting 
Mary Jo Tomasini in her bid for 
re-election to the Board of 
Trustees at Lake Michigan 
College. In the past six years (her 
fi rst term on the board) Mary Jo 
has been an active and enthusias-
tic participant in the accomplish-
ments the board has brought 
about. Among those accom-
plishments are the completion of 
the new student housing and the 
new student life center. Mary Jo 
is also a member of the LMC 
Winner’s Circle Executive 
Committee, through whose 
efforts a great deal of money has 
been raised to support student 
scholarships.

As a graduate of LMC, Mary 
Jo is well aware of the benefi ts of 
receiving a quality education 

right in our own community. 
From the foundation she 
received from her time at LMC 
and with her excellent manage-
ment and leadership skills, she 
has built a thriving business here 
in Southwest Michigan. Her very 
successful business has been 
recognized locally, statewide and 
nationally. Additionally, through 
the culture that Mary Jo has 
created within her own company, 
it has repeatedly been recognized 
as one of the top employers 
offering a positive and support-
ive work environment.

Professionally, Mary Jo is well 
connected with organizations 
around the country, which offers 
her the opportunity to see the 
types of educational preparation 
needed for employment in many 
types of businesses and service 
organizations. Bringing back this 
information to LMC leadership 
is valuable.

Mary Jo is a true LMC 
evangelist, and it is her personal 
talents and experience already 
attained as a board member that 
make her a perfect choice to be 
re-elected.

Join us in a vote for Mary Jo 
Tomasini on Nov. 4.

Phyllis and Ren Baldwin
St. Joseph
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AIG shareholders’ lawsuit:   
A strong aroma of hubris

Imagine you were a swimmer 
who’d recklessly gotten caught 
in a riptide, only to be saved by a 
boater who was busily helping 
other struggling swimmers to 
shore. Would you complain if  
the boater charged you a big 
fee? Maybe. But you almost cer-
tainly wouldn’t sue the boater 
for not offering help sooner.

Some shareholders in Ameri-
can International Group have 
no such compunction. In a fed-
eral lawsuit now being heard in 
Washington, they accuse the 
U.S. government of withholding 
the low-cost fi nancing AIG 

needed to overcome its cash-
fl ow problems, even though the 
government was providing that 
help to other troubled Wall 
Street fi rms. They also claim 
that the bailout eventually ex-
tended to the company was so 
punitive to them and AIG that 
it violated the Constitution.

Although a federal judge 
found the shareholders’ claims 
serious enough to merit a trial, 
it’s hard to ignore the overpow-
ering aroma of hubris. As costly 
as the bailout was to sharehold-
ers, they almost certainly would 
have been left with nothing had 
AIG not been rescued. Banking 
analysts say AIG was doomed 
by the housing-backed securities 

and derivatives it held after the 
subprime mortgage meltdown, 
and it couldn’t have avoided 
bankruptcy had the government 
not lent it $85 billion the day af-
ter Lehman Bros.’ catastrophic 
collapse in September 2008.

The bigger issue highlighted 
by the lawsuit, though, is the 
fact that federal offi cials and 
bank regulators were acting 
without a script as they scram-
bled to prevent fi nancial compa-
nies from tumbling like domi-
noes and deepening the 
recession. In the heat of the cri-
sis, they had to make judgment 
calls about which institutions 
were too big to be allowed to fail 
and which ones weren’t. That 

discretion is at the heart of the 
shareholders’ lawsuit.

Ultimately, the better solu-
tion is to let failing fi nancial 
companies fail. That means 
having mechanisms in place 
that discourage these compa-
nies from becoming so big that 
the economy depends on their 
survival, and that protect their 
trading partners from being 
dragged down with them into 
bankruptcy. Congress and glob-
al banking regulators have made 
progress toward both goals, but 
the AIG lawsuit should prod 
regulators to make sure that 
companies can safely be allowed 
to fail.

– Los Angeles Times
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