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Born on this day (Encarta.com)
René de Chateaubriand, writer and statesman (1768)
Anton Bruckner, composer (1824)
Antonin Artaud, poet and dramatist (1896)
Alexander Liberman, editor and artist (1912)
Tom Watson, golfer (1949)

On this day in history (Encarta.com)
1781: Spanish colonists founded a settlement in southern California known as El Pueblo Nuestra Señora la Reina de los Ángeles de Porciúncula, later shortened to Los Angeles.
1881: American electrical engineer Thomas Alva Edison supplies electricity to the first customers of the Edison Electrical Illuminating Company in New York City. 
1886: Geronimo, the Chiricahua Apache who had led raids on white settlers for ten years after the U.S. government attempted to move the Apache to a reservation, surrenders to U.S. general Nelson A. Miles. 
1957: Arkansas governor Orval Faubus uses the Arkansas National Guard to block the entry of nine African American students into Little Rock's segregated Central High School. 
1972: At the Summer Olympic Games in Munich, West Germany, American swimmer Mark Spitz wins his seventh gold medal of the Games, as part of the U.S. 400-m relay team. 

Palin takes battle to Democrats: Sarah Palin attacks Barack Obama's presidential campaign, BBCnews.com, Sept. 4, 2008
John McCain's running mate, Sarah Palin, has made a stinging attack on Democratic presidential runner Barack Obama at the US Republican convention.  She gave her first major campaign speech to an enthusiastic crowd at the convention in St Paul, Minnesota.  Defending her small-town roots, she attacked Mr Obama as having talked of change, but done nothing of substance. 

In a speech designed to rally the party base, she spoke of her family, including her elder son, who is about to be deployed to Iraq in the US Army, and her younger son, who has Down's Syndrome.  The mother-of-five highlighted her background as a small-town "average hockey mom" and stressed that she was not part of the "Washington elite".  In a salvo directed at media commentators who have questioned her qualifications, she said she was "not going to Washington to seek their good opinion" but to serve the people. 

Mrs Palin praised the "determination, resolve and sheer guts" of Mr McCain and said she was honoured to help him.  Mrs Palin also attacked Mr Obama's "change agenda" and suggested he was more interested in idealism and "high-flown speech-making" than acting for "real Americans".  "In politics, there are some candidates who use change to promote their careers," she said.  "And then there are those, like John McCain, who use their careers to promote change." 

She also targeted Mr Obama's experience as a community organiser and remarks he made earlier this year when he spoke of "bitter" working-class people "clinging to guns or religion".  "I guess that a small-town mayor is sort of like a 'community organiser', except that you have actual responsibilities," she said.  "I might add that in small towns, we don't quite know what to make of a candidate who lavishes praise on working people when they are listening, and then talks about how bitterly they cling to their religion and guns when those people aren't listening."  Mrs Palin - who supports drilling for oil in Alaska's Arctic National Wildlife Refuge - said that while drilling "will not solve all of America's energy problems", that is "no excuse to do nothing at all".  […]
Mr Huckabee, also a former rival of Mr McCain, […] defended Mrs Palin against criticism from the media, saying its coverage had been "tackier than a costume change at a Madonna concert", and attacked the Democrats' vice-presidential candidate Joe Biden. 

"I am so tired of hearing about her lack of experience. She got more votes running for mayor of Wasilla, Alaska, than Joe Biden got running for president of the United States," he said, referring to Mr Biden's performance in the Democratic primaries. 

Former New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani followed Mr Huckabee on stage, calling the 2008 presidential election a "turning point" for the people of the US.  He charged the Democrats with being in denial about the threat from terrorism and said Mr McCain had the foreign policy, national security and leadership experience that counted.  "The choice in this election comes down to substance over style," he said. "John has been tested. Barack Obama has not. Tough times require strong leadership, and this is no time for on the job training." 

The Alaska governor's speech comes amid scrutiny of her record and after two days dominated by the news her daughter Bristol, 17, is pregnant.   […] It has also been revealed that an attorney has been hired to represent Mrs Palin in an Alaska state ethics investigation involving alleged abuse of power.  […] Her deposition is expected to be scheduled soon. There have also been reports that Mrs Palin sought special financial favours for her city and state - something the McCain campaign is against.  She was elected governor of Alaska in 2006 and before that was mayor of the small town of Wasilla, Alaska. 

How the Republicans Win, by Robt. Parry, Consortium News,Truthout.org, 8-29-08
Barack Obama made it across the tightrope of the Democratic National Convention, gaining solid endorsements from Bill and Hillary Clinton and giving a rousing speech before some 80,000 supporters at Invesco Field in Denver. But now comes the time when the Republicans win elections.  Over the past four decades, Republicans have dominated the outcomes of presidential races by mixing negative campaigning in public with illicit dirty tricks behind the scenes, as I've recounted in my last two books, Secrecy & Privilege and Neck Deep.  
As a party, the Republicans have not only refined the art of the political smear - with such memorable moments as the Willie Horton ads in 1988 and the "swift-boating" of John Kerry in 2004--but they also have defined the concept of the October Surprise, manipulating late-breaking events to drive the electorate toward their candidate.  Much of this Republican behavior traces back to their perceived victimization at the hands of John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson in the razor-thin 1960 race. Though many historians dispute the significance of alleged voter fraud in that election, the notion that Richard Nixon was robbed became an article of faith inside the GOP. In 1968, Nixon and his operatives were determined that they wouldn't get outmaneuvered again. 
The Plot Against Liberal America by Thomas Frank, New Statesman, Aug. 18, 2008 

The most cherished dream of conservative Washington is that liberalism can somehow be defeated, finally and irreversibly, in the way that armies are beaten and pests are exterminated. Electoral victories by Republicans are just part of the story. The larger vision is of a future in which liberalism is physically barred from the control room -- of an "end of history" in which taxes and onerous regulation will never be allowed to threaten the fortunes private individuals make for themselves. This is the longing behind the former White House aide Karl Rove's talk of "permanent majority" and, 20 years previously, disgraced lobbyist Jack Abramoff's declaration to the Republican convention that it's "the job of all revolutions to make permanent their gains."

When I first moved to contemplate this peculiar utopian vision, I was struck by its apparent futility. What I did not understand was that beating liberal ideas was not the goal. The Washington conservatives aim to make liberalism irrelevant not by debating, but by erasing it. Building a majority coalition has always been a part of the program, and conservatives have enjoyed remarkable success at it for more than 30 years. But winning elections was not a bid for permanence by itself. It was only a means.

The end was capturing the state, and using it to destroy liberalism as a practical alternative. The pattern was set by Margaret Thatcher, who used state power of the heaviest-handed sort to implant permanently the anti-state ideology. "Economics are the method; the object is to change the soul," she said, echoing Stalin. In the 34 years before she became prime minister, Britain rode a see-saw of nationalization, privatization and renationalization; Thatcher set out to end the game for good. Her plan for privatising council housing was designed not only to enthrone the market, but to encourage an ownership mentality and "change the soul" of an entire class of voters. 
When she sold off nationally owned industries, she took steps to ensure that workers received shares at below-market rates, leading hopefully to the same soul transformation. Her brutal suppression of the miners' strike in 1984 showed what now awaited those who resisted the new order. As a Business Week reporter summarized it in 1987: "She sees her mission as nothing less than eradicating Labour Party socialism as a political alternative."

In their own pursuit of the free-market utopia, America's right-wingers did not have as far to travel as their British cousins, and they have never needed to use their state power so ruthlessly. But the pattern is the same: scatter the left's constituencies, hack open the liberal state and reward friendly businesses with the loot.

Grover Norquist, one of the most influential conservatives in Washington and the "field marshal of the Bush plan," according to the Nation magazine, has been most blunt about using the power of the state "to crush the structures of the left." He has outlined the plan countless times in countless venues: the liberal movement is supported by a number of "pillars," each of which can be toppled by conservatives when in power. Among Norquist's suggestions has been the undermining of defense lawyers -- who in the US give millions of dollars to liberal causes -- with measures "potentially costing [them] billions of dollars of lost income." Conservatives could also "crush labour unions as a political entity" by forcing unions to get annual written approval from every member before spending union funds on political activities. His coup de grace is that the Democratic Party in its entirety would become "a dead man walking" with the privatization of social security.

Much of this program has already been accomplished, if not on the precise terms Norquist suggested. The shimmering dream of privatizing social security, though, remains the great unreachable right-wing prize, and the right persists in the campaign, regardless of the measure's unpopularity or the number of political careers it costs. President Bush announced privatisation to be his top priority on the day after his re-election in 2004, although he had not emphasized this issue during the campaign. He proceeded to chase it deep into the land of political unpopularity, a region from which he never really returned.

He did this because the potential rewards of privatizing social security justify any political cost. At one stroke, it would both de-fund the operations of government and utterly reconfigure the way Americans interact with the state. It would be irreversible, too; the "transition costs" in any scheme to convert social security are so vast that no country can consider incurring them twice. Once the deal has been done and the trillions of dollars that pass through social security have been diverted from the US Treasury to stocks in private companies, the effects would be locked in for good. First, there would be an immediate flood of money into Wall Street; second, there would be an equivalent flow of money out of government accounts, immediately propelling the federal deficit up into the stratosphere and de-funding a huge part of the federal activity.

The overall effect for the nation's politics would be to elevate for ever the rationale of the financial markets over such vague liberalisms as "the common good" and "the public interest." The practical results of such a titanic redirection of the state are easy to predict, given the persistent political demands of Wall Street: low wage growth, even weaker labour organisations, a free hand for management in downsizing, in polluting, and so on.

The longing for permanent victory over liberalism is not unique to the west. In country after country, business elites have come up with ingenious ways to limit the public's political choices. One of the most effective of these has been massive public debt. Naomi Klein has pointed out, in case after case, that the burden of debt has forced democratic countries to accept a laissez-faire system that they find deeply distasteful. Regardless of who borrowed the money, these debts must be repaid -- and repaying them, in turn, means that a nation must agree to restructure its economy the way bankers bid: by deregulating, privatizing and cutting spending.

Republicans have ridden to power again and again promising balanced budgets -- government debt was "mortgaging our future," Ronald Reagan admonished in his inaugural address -- but once in office they proceed, with a combination of tax cuts and spending increases, to inflate the federal deficit to levels far beyond those reached by their supposedly open-handed liberal rivals. The formal justification is one of the all-time great hoaxes. By cutting taxes, it is said, you will unleash such economic growth that federal revenues will actually increase, so all the additional government spending will be paid for.

Even the theory's proponents don't really believe it. David Stockman, the libertarian budget director of the first Reagan administration, did the maths in 1980 and realised it would not rescue the government; it would wreck the government. This is the point where most people would walk away. Instead, Stockman decided it had medicinal value. He realized that with their government brought to the brink of fiscal collapse, the liberals would either have to acquiesce in the reconfiguration of the state or else see the country destroyed. Stockman was candid about this: the left would "have to dismantle [the government's] bloated, wasteful, and unjust spending enterprises -- or risk national ruin."

This is government-by-sabotage: deficits were a way to smash a liberal state. The Reagan deficits did precisely this. When Reagan took over in 1981, he inherited an annual deficit of $59 bn and a national debt of $914 bn; by the time he and his successor George Bush had finished their work, they had quintupled the deficit and pumped the debt up to more than $3 trn. Bill Clinton called the deficit "Stockman's Revenge" -- and it dominated all other topics within his administration's economic teams. With the chairman of the Federal Reserve Alan Greenspan himself speaking of "financial catastrophe" unless steps were taken to control Reagan's deficit, Clinton was soon a convert. He got tough with the federal workforce.

So-called virtues

George W Bush proceeded to plunge the budget into deficit again. Indeed, after seeing how the Reagan deficit had forced Clinton's hand, it would have been foolish for a conservative not to spend his way back into the hole as rapidly as possible. "It's perfectly fine for them to waste money," says Robert Reich, a former labour secretary to Bill Clinton, summarizing the conservative viewpoint. "If the public thinks government is wasteful, that's fine. That reduces public faith in government, which is precisely what the Republicans want."  […]
Israeli activist Abie Nathan dies, BBCnews.com Aug. 28, 2008
Abie Nathan, the maverick Israeli peace activist, has died aged 81.  Israeli President Shimon Peres paid his tributes saying Nathan was "a great fighter against war, poverty and discrimination".  Abie Nathan was born in Iran 1927, educated in India and served in the Royal Air Force during World War II. He volunteered as a pilot in Israel's war of independence in 1948; but he became disillusioned with the Israeli government.  In 1966 he flew his private plane to Egypt, in a push for peace. 

He also founded the Voice of Peace radio station, which mixed pop songs and peace messages, and became popular with young people.  He served two prison sentences, the most recent in 1989 when he was gaoled for 122 days for meeting Yasser Arafat, the head of the Palestine Liberation Organization.  In 1996, he met Mahmoud Zahhar of the Hamas Islamist movement. 

Scariest Hospital Risks, Forbes, Aug. 28 2008
Hospitals manufacture miracles by the millions. They can also be hazardous to your health.  According to The Institute of Medicine, a non-profit organization chartered by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, at least 1.5 million Americans fall prey to hospital error every year.  "Errors will happen anytime you take a complex system and put human beings inside of it," says Dr. Brent James, vice president of medical research and executive director of Salt Lake City’s Intermountain Institute for Health Care Delivery Research. "The notion that you can train doctors to completely avoid mistakes is just false." 
The mistakes aren't exactly minor, either. Between 40,000 and 100,000 people die every year because of shoddy handiwork, including surgical mishaps and drug mix-ups. One big problem: Hospital patients may get the wrong drug one time out of five, according to a study by Auburn University. The death toll from mistakes is at least as bad as that from car accidents or breast cancer, and maybe as bad as that from strokes.  Another 100,000 people die because of infections from hospital-bred bacteria that are resistant to one or more of the antibiotics doctors use to kill them off, according to the Center for Disease Control. Some of those might be prevented by more hand washing or other precautions.

No patient, rich or poor, is immune to hospital risk. Back in November, actor Dennis Quaid's newborn twins were given 1,000 times the intended dosage of heparin (a blood thinner) just after their birth at Cedar Sinai Medical Center in Los Angeles. The twins' blood became dangerously thin, making them prone to hemorrhaging. […] In another widely reported case, comedian Dana Carvey was the victim of a botched heart bypass operation; his doctor operated on the wrong artery. The problem was fixed in a second procedure.  Managing these risks often comes down to unrelenting attention to detail. One study showed doctors only washed their hands 44% of the time if nobody was looking. If they knew they were being watched, 61% washed up--still way too low. […] 
But even extreme vigilance can't cope with the hospital system's core problem: overcrowding.  "Doctors and nurses spend insufficient time with each patient," says Evan Falchuk, president of Boston-based Best Doctors, which works with insurers and employers to help the very sick navigate the health care system. "Many doctors are seeing between 30 and 40 patients per day." 

With more patients than resources to treat them, hospitals often end up putting people in the wrong departments--with nurses and aids who aren't trained to treat their illnesses. Shuffling patients from different wings invites the spread of airborne infections, too. […]  Best Doctors' Falchuk says to be your own advocate. "[People] want someone to wave a wand and fix the problem," says Falchuk. "If you're sick, the best way to avoid getting sicker is to take charge of your care."

Fish oil helps patients with chronic heart failure, NBCnews.com, Aug. 31, 2008
Fish oil supplements may work slightly better than a popular cholesterol-reducing drug to help patients with chronic heart failure, according to new research released Sunday.

Chronic heart failure is a condition that occurs when the heart becomes enlarged and cannot pump blood efficiently around the body.  With few effective options for heart failure patients, the findings could give patients a potential new treatment and could change the dietary recommendations for them, said Dr. Jose Gonzalez Juanatey, a spokesman for the European Society of Cardiology […].
Skin Cancer May Foretell Cancers to Come: New Study Says Skin Cancer May Presage Other Cancers, ABCnews.com, Aug. 28, 2008
Researchers who followed skin cancer survivors for 16 years have concluded that they are twice as likely as people without skin cancer to develop another form of cancer later on. 

The new study, from Johns Hopkins and the Medical University of South Carolina, tracked 769 patients who had non-melanoma skin cancer -- the most common form in the United States -- and 18,405 people who had not had the illness and found that those who had skin cancer were twice as likely to develop another form. 

Among the cancers skin cancer survivors would ultimately contract, melanoma was by far the most common, with eight times the risk. The researchers also found that these people experienced an increased risk for lung, colorectal, breast, and prostate cancers. 

The news could be enough to give pause to millions of Americans who have battled skin cancer in the past -- among them Republican presidential candidate Sen. John McCain. McCain has weathered six instances of non-melanoma skin cancer, the type studied in the research. 

Now hear this: Leave your earwax alone. New guidelines give doctors, patients the scoop on the golden stuff, LiveScience, Aug. 29, 2008

The gooey, golden stuff that builds up inside your ears should stay there, according to national guidelines on earwax removal released today.  "[Earwax] is not intrinsically evil stuff, and consequently does not have to be removed merely because it's present," said Peter Roland, an ear, nose and throat doctor at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center at Dallas. "In fact, it serves a function and so if you don't need to take it out, you should just leave it alone."

Nothing like Jewish Humor: Pray G-d for Help, not Hurt
The habit of asking God to prevent calamities is a hard one to break.  Thus, it came about that one Jewish businessman, driven to distraction by the devious practices of another, finally shouted at him, "You really should drop dead—God forbid!" 
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