
We got a food fight instead of a bill.” — Frank Sharry, executive direc-

tor of the National Immigration Forum, remarking Wednesday on the failed compro-

mise in the Senate over immigration reform legislation.
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D
avid Chase continues to astonish. He frustrated fans by taking 
nearly two years to conceive the now-underway sixth season 
of “The Sopranos.” But the result is perhaps the most daring 
and meaningful arc of what was already the most rewarding 

series in television history. (My sincere apologies to local fans of “The 
Wire,” the only other show that comes close.) 

Tony, Abe and depression

Viewers and critics who have 
complained about being bored by 
Tony Soprano’s “dream sequenc-
es,” are missing the point. The 
show has always been about the 
grim connection between the com-
plicated shadows of Tony’s psyche, 
his reign as a wrathful crime boss 
and his role as the head of his dys-
functional extended family.

When a reluctant Tony first 
sought psychiatric help for his 
anxiety attacks, fainting spells and 
depressive symptoms, his psychi-
atrist offered him hope. “With to-
day’s pharmacology, no one needs 
to suffer with feelings of exhaus-
tion and depression,” Dr. 
Jennifer Melfi promised.

Tony takes the Prozac 
off and on, but avoids self-
examination. Instead, he 
solicits Melfi for insight 
on everyone else in his 
life. Later, he gracelessly 
tries to seduce her and is 
rebuffed.

All the while, our antihero con-
tinues to bury his pain like always. 
With strippers, stewardesses 
and high-maintenance mistress-
es. With the occasional bourbon 
bender or snootful of cocaine. 
With unflinching acts of violence. 
And with food.

At the beginning of this season, 
Tony seems contentedly faithful 
with wife Carmela, but he’s con-
stantly ducking into a Japanese 
restaurant to gorge on raw fish. 
When Carmela asks if he’s been to 
see Melfi, he ignores her and or-
ders up another plate. Fortunate-
ly for Tony, his added flesh serves 
a more ready purpose than insu-
lating his emotions. At the close 
of the season premiere, Tony is 
shot (accidentally?) by his senile 
Uncle Junior, but his mighty gut 
slows the bullet just enough to 
save his life. 

For the next two episodes, 
Tony’s body is in a coma and his 
soul seems not to be dreaming, 
but in Purgatory. While there, he 
still refuses to accept responsibil-
ity for his actions, preferring irre-
sponsibility to the chance of self-
improvement. After Tony wakes, 
there is only a short pause for re-
flection before the cycle begins 
again. 

Another American icon dealt 
with similar problems, but in a 
much different way. Joshua Wolf 
Schenk’s uncomfortably incisive 
“Lincoln’s Melancholy: How De-
pression Challenged a President 
and Fueled His Greatness” de-
scribes a man who the novelist 
Walker Percy would have called 

an “ex-suicide.”
Sometime in his 20s, Lincoln 

came to believe that what we now 
call clinical depression was proba-
bly going to plague him the rest of 
his life. He considered suicide, of-
ten while alone in the woods with 
a knife or a gun. 

But he chose instead to live. He 
wrote and collected poetry, espe-
cially about death and destiny. He 
cultivated a disarming sense of 
humor and a skill for storytelling 
that won him countless friends. 
He worked himself to exhaustion 
in his law practice, as a politician 
and as president.

Lincoln chose, almost masoch-
istically, to accept the “fearful gift” 
of his illness. Stripped of false op-
timism, he directly confronted 
himself and the problems of his 
time. He did so without benefit of 
modern pharmacology and with-
out using his ailment as a crip-
pling excuse.

It is cruel and stupid to sug-
gest that depression or any oth-
er mental illness is somehow good 
because it seems to be linked to 
greatness or creativity. It is sim-
ply a mystery of human charac-
ter why and how some people, 
like Lincoln, find successful ways 
to cope.

But as resourceful as he was, 
Lincoln never got clear of his men-
tal torment. And Tony probably 
won’t either, especially if David 
Chase’s penchant for allowing 
loose ends to dangle persists to 
the end of the saga.

C.S. Lewis wrote that pain is 
“God’s megaphone.” I’m guess-
ing that Chase is in the process 
of showing us what happens when 
someone covers his ears.

AARON KEITH HARRIS

Maryland’s school failures
By George W. Liebmann

T
he overriding of Gov. Ehrlich’s 
veto of legislation thwarting 
the State Board of Education’s 
takeover of a dozen Baltimore 

schools leaves both the state and city 
without a legislated strategy for ed-
ucational improvement.

For the last 10 years, there have 
been two strategies for school prog-
ress.

The State Department of Edu-
cation’s strategy, like that of the No 
Child Left Behind Act sponsored by 
the Bush administration, was a blue-
print for “top-down” reform. Stu-
dents were to be tested, using cen-
trally-prepared tests. Teachers and 
schools were to be threatened with 
takeovers and other sanctions by 
higher levels of government where 
satisfactory results were not ob-
tained. The threat of these sanc-
tions was supposed to produce im-
provement.

In Maryland, this approach was 
enthusiastically implemented by Su-
perintendent Nancy Grasmick. The 
introduction of any new testing pro-
gram, whether for geometry or bas-
ket-weaving, produces several years 
of dramatically rising test scores, cel-
ebrated by the testers. In the first 
year, no one knows anything about 
the test, and sometimes, as with MS-
PAP, nothing about what is tested. 
In the second year, teachers “teach 
to the test.” In the next two or three 
years, scores improve, then stagnate. 
The game then resumes, with a new 
set of tests. The Superintendent has 
been at this for a dozen years, and on 
any fair reading, school performance, 
measured by external criteria like 
SAT scores, is no better than when 
she took office. This does not mean 
that the tests lie. Baltimore schools 
are as bad as the tests say they are. 
But the testing regime does not im-
prove schools.

The second strategy is that of the 
teachers’ unions, aided and abetted 
by such political “leaders” as Gov. 
Glendening, Senate President Miller, 
Speaker Busch, and Mayor O’Malley, 
supplemented by the efforts of two 
judges who are neither humble nor 
well informed. This involves pour-
ing more money into the schools, 
vast amounts of money. The Balti-
more “school reform” legislation, to-
gether with the Thornton Plan have 
more than doubled per capita spend-
ing in Baltimore City, and have more 
or less “equalized” spending as be-
tween subdivisions. The cost of the 
state school construction program 

has risen more than tenfold since 
the end of the Hughes administra-
tion. A new unfunded mandate has 
been enacted to improve teachers’ 
pensions. 

What this has bought is a large 
increase in the number of teach-
ers, and hence of union members, 
and somewhat smaller class sizes. 
The teachers, however, by grace of 
the state’s certification rules, tend to 
be drawn in disproportionate mea-
sure from the weakest graduates of 
the weakest colleges. Hiring more of 
them requires dipping deeper into a 
dubious barrel. The federal court’s 
efforts on behalf of special educa-
tion have resulted in the mandated 
hiring of a profusion of record-keep-
ers who do not enter the classroom 
at all. The state school construction 
program relieves suburban develop-
ers of infrastructure costs and, by 
grace of the prevailing wage law im-
posed on schools by the Glendening 

administration, subsidizes the con-
struction unions. The new pension 
improvements are retroactive, and 
disproportionately benefit teachers 
who have retired, or are just about 
to. Their effect on the recruitment 
of new teachers is minimal; since 
the plans are defined benefit plans, 
younger teachers see no growing pot 
of savings and are little influenced by 
promises of “pie in the sky when you 
[are about to] die.”

The two sets of policies in combi-
nation have toxic effects. 

The state mandates deprive the 
best teachers of creativity and dis-
cretion, rendering them subject to 
the latest vogue in testing or cur-
riculum design. In the elementary 
schools, reading and math teach-
ers are today’s flavor of the month; 
the others are marginalized. MS-
PAP stressed techniques; other tests 
stress information. Phonics and rote 
memory reading programs come and 
go, as do the “old” and the “new” 
math. Teachers are treated as mar-
ionettes on a string, not responsible 
professionals. They rapidly learn to 
play “the old Army game” and burn 
out quickly.

The union-Democratic agenda 
for its part sops up every dollar that 
might be employed for a useful pur-
pose, like extra pay for science and 
math teachers. The requirement of 
nearly a year of education courses 
for teachers, two years for principals, 
and three years for superintendents 

excludes from the teaching force lib-
eral arts graduates, career-chang-
ing professionals, returning house-
wives, retiring military officers and 
civil servants, college teachers with 
a concern for the high schools, and 
scientists who decide that research 
is not their vocation. Seniority sys-
tems with “bumping rights” and au-
tomatic annual pay increments in-
sure that the most experienced and 
highly paid teachers wind up in the 
least troublesome schools, and that 
under-rewarded younger teach-
ers who are acquiring children and 
mortgages leave the teaching force 
in droves. Huge county-wide sys-
tems proliferate administrators and 
guarantee that roofs are not prompt-
ly repaired, nor textbooks promptly 
delivered, and that parent and civ-
ic volunteers are repelled as public 
menaces and threats to the union 
structure.

Yet the charade goes on. The Pat-
tersons and Gras-
micks have buildings 
named after them, 
while even once-dis-
tinguished schools 

like City, Poly, and Western are de-
nied their own governing boards, 
lack the salary supplements to hire 
computer science teachers, of whom 
they have none, and are subjected to 
a relentless levelling-down process.

However, though few Maryland-
ers know it, there is a third path for 
school improvement. It was mapped 
out by a recent state commission, fol-
lowing foreign examples. It is a pro-
gram for bottom-up reform. It urges 
differential pay for scarce disciplines 
and unusual skills; an end or drastic 
reduction in seniority-based pay and 
assignment structures; an opening 
of schools and school leadership to 
liberal arts graduates, private-sec-
tor managers, retirees, and others 
with relevant experience; adequate 
means to purge bad teachers; great-
er parent and community involve-
ment in building-level governance; 
defined-contribution portable pen-
sions; and a really adequate char-
ter-school law, one looking toward 
a system like that of several foreign 
countries where all schools are gov-
erned as charter schools. Its chair-
man was not Ehrlich nor O’Malley, 
nor Copeland or Grasmick, still less 
Miller or Busch. The public needs to 
hear about the recommendations of 
the Steele Commission. Let us hope 
its leader finds his voice.

George W. Liebmann, a Baltimore lawyer, 
is the volunteer executive director of the 

Calvert Institute for Policy Research, Inc.
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The two sets of policies in combination 
have toxic effects. 

It is cruel and stupid to suggest 
that depression or any other 
mental illness is somehow good 
because it seems to be linked to 
greatness or creativity.


