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QOSE...

The great congressional
pay-raise caper and
why it failed

Now that the federal pay raise has been buried by an avalanche of
popular protest, it's time to take a calm look at the issue. The pro-
cedure itself—a congressionally created commission whose decision
would automatically go into effect, absent a veto by both houses of
Congress—understandably angered most citizens. We elect repre-
sentatives to be accountable for their acts, not to find ways to avoid
responsibility, and especially not when it involves their own per-
sonal gain. If there were to be a pay raise, it should have been
openly discussed and justified.

But what about the raises? There are really two questions here.
One has to do with the market, the other with public service and a
commitment to the welfare of the American people. A good case can
be made for pay increases for those people in government whose
jobs are essentially technical—administrators, consultants, lawyers
(and therefore judges). In these areas the federal government is
competing both with private industry and with state and local gov-
ernments, many of whose officials are more highly paid than federal
officials. There is, of course, more prestige attached to most federal
jobs, but it is also more expensive to live in Washington than most

places, and the tenure in government jobs—judgeships excepted—is
tenuous. So, in order not to make it a sacrifice to take a government
job, it makes sense to keep federal jobs competitive by paying
salaries commensurate with those in the private sector.

The question of Congress is another matter. Here there are two
conflicting principles. On one hand, legislators should be paid
enough so that a person without a private fortune can afford to
serve in reasonable comfort. Otherwise, as is true of some city coun-
cils and county boards, only the well-to-do can afford to hold office,
which reinforces the already predominant influence of the wealthy
in our public life. But, on the other hand, the salaries should not be
so high as to lead our legislators to identify even more strongly with
what used to be called the monied interests. Members of Congress,
and especially of the House, after all, are supposed to be representa-
tive of the nation at large, yet they already receive salaries that put
them in the upper 2 percent of the population. If you make $89,500
a year, plus an average expense account of $148,000, have an ironclad
pension plan and many other perks, it is hard to remember how
most people live, and therefore to represent them honestly.

And there's the rub. The revolt against the pay raise is largely
fueled by the belief, for the most part justified, that members of Con-
gress do not represent the interest of the majority of working people
in this country, but the special interests of our corporate rulers. And
the way Congress went about arranging its pay increase only
strengthened that belief. If Congress really does need a pay raise, its
members should be able to explain why to the satisfaction of most
Americans. If that majority does not think they deserve more pay,
they should not have it. •

AIDS marriage test
yields inevitable results

In September 1987, when the state of Illinois passed a mandatory
AIDS virus test for couples applying for marriage licenses, we
pointed out that the tests would be a diversion of energy and re-
sources from the task of research, education and care for those at
high risk. And we warned that the test requirement would create
"widespread and unnecessary anxiety and fear" among marriage
license applicants who have false positive test results.

It took only one month of the test program—which went into
effect in January 1988—to make it clear that these objections were
understated. And yet Illinois politicians playing to the grandstand
left the law in effect. Now, after a full year of operation, the results
are irrefutable. Marriages in Illinois dropped from 99,212 in 1987 to
77,729 last year. Some 20,000 couples left the state to get married
and many others who could not afford the test or a trip out of state
put off marriage altogether. The state of Illinois lost hundreds of
thousands of dollars in license fees as couples flocked to Wisconsin,

Iowa and other states where tests are not required, while those who
got married in Illinois spent a total of $5.4 million for 155,458 tests.
Only 26 of these were positive, and these included several false posi-
tives, which in some cases caused panicked couples to break off
engagements or abort pregnancies.

To find a single AIDS infection by this method cost $200,000, and
yet 20 of the 26 positive results were from intravenous drug users,
recipients of blood transfusions or bisexuals—all of whom could
have been found more efficiently through programs directed at high-
risk groups.

In the face of this experience, a loud chorus of physicians, state
legislators, county clerks and AIDS experts are calling for repeal of
the testing program. Even its strongest legislative advocates are
bowing to the inevitable. "Enough is enough," the chairman of the
Illinois House Human Services Committee says. "We have to bring
some sanity to this. We had a chance to test this measure. It's been
an embarrassing experience."

And so it has, but one that could easily have been avoided if only
the legislators and the media had heeded the suggestions of the
medical community and the representatives of people with AIDS.
Now, with repeal seemingly assured, an improved program of
education and research is in order. •
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L E T T E R S
Real women

I TAW. ISSUF. WITH MILES HARVEY'S FILM REVIEW OF
Working Girl ("Popular Girl needs some

work," ITT. Jan. 11).
Harvey calls this movie an "odd celebra-

tion of corruption" which conveys the mes-
sage: "nice little girls get nice little jobs,
while threatening bitches get fired." In this
last quote he is referring to the heroine's
boss, Katharine Parker (Sigourney Weaver),
whom he believes is the "only real woman
in the story."

Contrary to Harvey,! do not see this film
as a "celebration of corruption," but as a
triumph of a working-class woman (com-
plete with a working-class conscience and
image of herself) in a capitalist society.
Sure, she had to break "the rules," but would
Harvey rather see her abide by them and
get nowhere?

Harvey states that the "girl," less (Mel-
anie Griffith), has "no conscience" in her
pursuit of cold cash and a piece of the cor-
porate pie. What we all must understand is
that her conscience represents the internal-
ization of working-class values and culture
—a culture that fosters self-defeat, denial
and passivity in women, not to mention
materialism in both sexes.

less' boss, Katharine, is not the only "real
woman" in the movie. True, she is the only
upper-class, well-educated, wealthy woman
who was probably given what she needed
all her life since birth to attain such a status
and the accompanying competitive "success-
ful" capitalist self-image. Tess, on the other
hand, carries her working-class self-image
with her to the boardroom, but this does
not make her less of a woman.

Despite its faults, this film makes a contri-
bution in shedding light on the reality faced
by working-class women today—a sorely
neglected topic. Linda K. Biro

Riverside, Calif.

Near miss

THANKS FOR YOUR INSIGHTFUL ARTICLE (/7T, JAN.
11) connecting the Pan Am air tragedy

in Scotland to the crisis in the Mideast. My
experience seems to contradict a critical
point in that article, which reported that
the Germans checked every bag going on
the plane, except for five bags under U.S.
jurisdiction.

I flew on a Pan Am flight from Frankfurt
to New York City on Dec. 15,1988, six days
before the plane was destroyed (four days
before Christmas) and five days after the
U.S. Embassy was alerted about the possible
bombing. I was startled by the special sec-
urity ring surrounding the main Pan Am
check-in counter but none of the other air-
lines. Yet, this uniformed security was for-
midable only in appearance.

The official looked at my U.S. passport,
merely asked three questions and got three
answers: "Did you pack your own bags?"
"Yes." "Were you within eyesight of your
bags at all times since you packed them?"
"Yes." "Has anyone given you anything to
carry onto the plane in your luggage?" "No."
1 then checked my two big bags at the main
Pan Am counter, and they disappeared
through the wall on a conveyor belt—obvi-
ously toward handlers a few feet away who
would put the bags on a flatbed cart to take
them to the plane. They never examined
my "checked" luggage in person or with an

X-ray! And the same happened to virtually
all the other passengers. My carry-on bag,
however, was examined with the X-ray
machine on the way toward the flight gate.

I am upset that the German and U.S. gov-
ernments put me at risk—missing the death
plane by one week—and, worse, might have
been able to prevent the bombing with de-
cent security. They evidently did not want
to do much to stop this tragedy.

Finally, Ronald Reagan might have re-
duced the probability of this mass murder
of U.S. citizens by not having our Navy shoot
down an Iranian airliner four days before
their national holiday. Bm |̂ oyer

San Francisco

In praise of socialism

THE EULOGIES OR MALEDICTIONS MUTTERED
these days as a farewell to socialism are

delivered over an empty grave. Socialism
hasn't even had a chance yet.

To clear one hurdle, let me remind those
who need reminding that the cruel indig-
nities perpetrated in the name of socialism
come second to the same indignities per-
petrated for 200 years in the name of
capitalism. It has taken that long, plus
enormous and bloody labor fights, plus two
world wars, to instill Western capitalism
with some respect for its own citizens—and
that only in the advanced and privileged
democracies (whose well-being now is still
founded on the iniquities of their pasts).

Let us consider then the second and, right
now, more relevant flaw of socialist en-
deavor: its inefficiency. At this junction it
has surely been shown that the system of
everyone for himself or herself, with self-im-
provement and profit as society's engine,
works better in delivering the goods. That
does not mean that it will go on working
in the future, though.

Our planet, with its limited resources and
elasticity, is being stripped as if there were
no tomorrow. If there is to be a tomorrow,
this must end, and not even an avalanche
of legislation within our profit economy can
take care of the staggering changes in at-
titude this will require.

If the argument that there's no future for
socialism, "You can't change human na-
ture," is correct, it also proves there is no
future for humanity. In the long run, we
simply cannot afford capitalism. Human na-
ture has to change, and some form of
socialism has to do the job. We cannot af-
ford a system where the acquisiton of ever
more and better consumer goods is the
reason for working and, indeed, for living.

The problem of the future will not be
forcing people to work, but, on the contrary,
to keep them fulfilled and unalienated while

there is no useful work for them to do. We
must find new rationales (maybe consola-
tions) for our lives beyond those of acquis-
ition and profit. They are to be found in the
fulfilment of feelings, of solidarity, shown
not in waving the flag, but in being our
brother's and sister's keeper, in protecting
nature, in service to the common weal.

We have been conditioned to consider
statements such as these pious claptrap.
But what other choice is there? The im-
portance of owning things has to be scaled
down; it is exhausting the planet. And those
who fall behind are engulfing themselves,
and then all of us, in what they see as their
alternative, waves of drugs and of crime.
Worldwide, capitalism is not only making
the rich richer and the poor poorer, it is
also attacking the lives of those rich now,
for they are becoming prisoners in their
own enclaves of possessions.

The world is crying out for decentralized
societies where production and communi-
cations must be under daily and direct con-
trol of the people, because success cannot
be measured any more in increase, in the
meeting of private purposes, but only in
sharing and conservation. And what better
name is there for such systems than social-
lsm? Hans Koning

New Haven, Conn.

Overcrowded
greenhouse

CONGRATULATIONS FOR DICK RUSSELL'S EXCEL-
lent series on the greenhouse effect,

which is possibly the best yet in a non-techni-
cal publication.

It is premature, possibly, to question
whether, as the editorial comment indi-
cates, the overheating of the Earth can be
stopped by "simple sacrifices." Since the
Earth is already overheating, it is evident
that, with our present energy technology,
there are already too many people on our
planet relative to the planet's capacity to
absorb the carbon dioxide we produce by
burning fuels.

Since population experts expect the
Earth's population to increase from its pre-
sent total of something over 5 billion people
to 8-10 billion soon after the end of the
century, the amount of carbon dioxide
being produced will increase by as much
as 75 percent (allowing for the lesser use
of fuel per capita in countries with the high-
est rate of population increase). The pro-
posal of prominent world scientists for a
20 percent reduction in the world's current
use of fuel obviously will have to be
revamped due to the increase caused by
growth of population.

This factor has been recognized by some

leaders in population-control organiza-
tions, but it is not yet an apparent factor
in the policies of many nations, religious
groups and "right to life" organizations. In-
deed, the pope urged the people of Uruguay
to have more children last spring, and some
Third World leaders are believed to be in
favor of larger populations.

Reducing the use of fuel by 20 percent
can be approached by energy conservation
on a more extensive and intensive basis,
but if we have to allow for the growth of
population, we presumably will need to
have crash programs to develop large-scale
generation of electrical energy safely
through solar power plants and other alter-
nate systems. Constructing these plants,
and also developing more mass transit and
minimizing single-home construction are
not simple projects. They will require huge
capital outlays and altered priorities
around the world. The financial and human
resources for this can be drawn from the
trillion dollars the world now spends annu-
ally on military budgets. But there are, of
course, both economic and political hur-
dles to be jumped to achieve this.

The stakes, as Dick Russell notes, are
awesome. It is not beyond the realm of sci-
entific estimates to predict that the survival
of the human race could terminate if the
greenhouse effect and ozone depletion are
not contained.

This is a matter that should unite all of
us, regardless of our politics. Politics will
not mean much, nor will the size of our
share of the pie, if the pie vanishes in an
ecological catastrophe.

Frederick S. Lightfoot
Greenport, N.Y.

Correction
A review of Edward Herman and Noam
Chomsky's book Manufacturing Consent
(ITT, Jan. 25) inadvertently transposed the
order of the authors' names.

Editor's note: Please try to keep letters under
250 words in length. Otherwise we may have
to make drastic cuts, which may change what
you want to say. Also, if possible, please type
and double-space letters—or at least write
clearly and with wide margins.

SYLVIA by Nlcole Hollander
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