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Declaration of Reform

The juxtaposition of two recent events- passage of health care reform by the House of Representatives, and the annual celebration of Veteran’s Day- gives us all something to think about.

I was genuinely delighted when the House, albeit barely and somewhat begrudgingly, passed its version of a health care reform bill that has been lumbering through both the halls of Congress and our living rooms for weeks, and sending out sparks of controversy along the way.   But, of course, before anything in the real world can change, a similar bill must be passed by the Senate, and then the two reconciled.  Miles to go before anyone sleeps, in other words.

I am inclined to cheer the House action as an initial, vital step in the direction of much needed health care reform.  I recognize, though, that some of you may be inclined to jeer rather than cheer.  There are things about the health care reform bill you don’t like, and so you oppose it.  
It is to you, the jeerers, that I principally direct my current reflections.
I am not writing to defend my cheering, or deride your jeering.  We both have our reasons, and if we were willing to listen to one another (wouldn't that be nice?) we might both be somewhat persuaded by the other.  I hope you will listen to me now.  If you write back to me, I will listen to you.

What I want to defend for now, though, is simply what is apt to be our common ground.


Looking back from the perspective of Veterans Day 2009, do you support the declaration of war by the United States after the Pearl Harbor attack?  Do I really need to ask?!  The U.S. involvement in WWII was as justified as any act of self-defense in history, and thank goodness for it.  
Imagine what the world might be like if we had approached the declaration of war as we seem to be approaching the declaration of health care reform.  We couldn’t join the fight until we had a detailed blueprint of how to conduct it from start to finish; had an itemized bill for it; had determined in advance how everything would be paid; had established a means to fund the war and actually wind up saving money; and so on.  We would likely still be debating it, but doing so as citizens of Germany’s overseas colonies.
The events around WWII put our values and our way of life in jeopardy.  I think it's fair to say that letting some unexpected medical catastrophe carry bankruptcy in its wake certainly threatens someone's way of life, and challenges our shared values.  The notion that we would let someone keep bleeding until we sorted out their insurance status is denounced by our collective conscience.  In short, that basic health care access is not a human right in the U.S. is at odds with values we all demonstrate in the ways we treat one another.

While the threat may be less dire, the 50 million or so of us who are uninsured or underinsured is a larger population in direct peril than were direct victims of hostilities in WWII.  To say our way of life is threatened is not too big a stretch.  Just ask a victim of the status quo.

But my main point here has nothing to do with a comparison between the potential harms of not fighting WWII versus not reforming health care, although there are legitimate comparisons- including a toll measured in mortality.  It is simply this: a declaration of war comes first, every last detail of a winning strategy and the budget for it comes after.

There is nothing in the House bill that just passed, or the Senate bill I hope will pass, that says: "and this is the way it will be in perpetuity!"  Quite the contrary.  Both sides are already planning to revise and amend the things they like least.  And both sides will have the benefit of seeing how things are actually playing out- rather than just hearing over-heated, ideological rhetoric- on which to base those revisions.  We will tweak as we go.
Some of the elements in the bills are “just in case” elements.  The public option, for example, as suggested by Senator Olympia Snowe of Maine, would “kick in” only if and as warranted by actual effects of an actual plan.

Despite this, our own Senator Lieberman has pledged to filibuster a Senate bill that includes a public option.  He cannot, I’ve heard him say, in good conscience support such a bill.  Well then, while I have heretofore supported Senator Lieberman, I cannot in good conscience do so any longer.
When we entered WWII, we didn't have every step of the war planned out.  We didn't yet know every challenge, hadn't planned every battle, and were not certain of victory.  But we knew our values were at stake, and that we had to fight.  Can you imagine holding a declaration of war hostage until we had complete consensus from every constituency on every detail of the war strategy?

That the House has narrowly passed health care reform does not provide us a blueprint of every adjustment that is to come.  It is not every step of our war strategy from entry, to victory.  There will, no doubt, be much to fix as we go.  But it brings us a step closer to a long-awaited declaration of battle with a large, pernicious, roiling inequity in our midst that is at odds with our prevailing values.
If ever there was a case where perfect was poised to be the enemy of good, this is it.  

We will not provide universal access, standardize quality of care, fix the flaws in the tort law system, reduce costs and generate savings in fell swoop.  We didn’t win WWII by declaring our entry, either.

But first we did enter, and then we won.  Let’s do it again.
With health care reform, until now, we have not yet begun to fight.  That is what most urgently needs fixing- the rest will follow.
-fin
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