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  Introduction


  It's true. America is losing the war of words. What war of words? The one that pits a nation and its values against a barrage of blather — from malapropisms and manipulation of the truth all the way to malicious lies. Oh, yeah, and idiocy. So much of it comes down to idiocy. I don't mean a war of words in the usual sense of the phrase. I don't mean a debate or an argument or a screaming match (although all of those figure in the struggle). I mean a war in which one side, let's call it the public at large, tries to stay in touch with reality as communicated through words — spoken, printed, broadcast, tweeted, and so on. The other side uses — and by that I mean misuses — words to mangle and distort that reality.


  We're losing, and it's not the result of some mysterious force of nature. An examination of the facts shows America today is in a bad situation brought on by a widespread unwillingness or inability to think critically about what public figures say and how they say it. I'm constantly hearing something or reading something that issued from the mouth or keyboard of some supposedly credible individual and saying, "Wait. That doesn't make sense." Or, "Why would he or she say such a thing?" More of us should have been calling out "wait." We should have done it earlier, more often, and louder. We dropped the ball and now the land of the free and the home of the brave — the world's only true "superpower" — is in the grip of cultural idiocy that is reaching pandemic proportions.


  If you want examples, you won't be disappointed here. I'll start with these:


  
    	A bestselling author and editor of Time magazine called the president of the United States "a dick" on national television.1


    	A TV minister broadcast that "Haitians may have brought this (earthquake) upon themselves by making a 'pact with the devil' back when the country was created." 2


    	The then vice president of the United States told a senior U.S. senator on the Senate floor, "Go fuck yourself."3

  


  The modern media encourage interview subjects not to tell the why or how behind an event, but to speak in short "sound bites." Editors and news directors say people don't want to read or hear detailed accounts of anything. They don't want to think. Just make it brief, bright and entertaining.


  Entertainment value trumps truth. Arrogance compounds ignorance. As our national I.Q. declines and the United States — the nation that once led the world in innovation — falls behind countries we once dismissed as lesser beings in terms of intelligence and accomplishment, the American response has not been to get at the root of the problem. We don't seem serious about recovering the virtues that once made our light shine brighter. Instead, we stick out our national chin…and our middle finger. Instead of raising our math, science and reading scores and improving opportunities for — and the quality of — education, we boast of "American exceptionalism" while opening another bag of Cheetos and settling in to watch Dancing with the Stars on our flat-screen TVs.


  E. D. Hirsch wrote a book titled Cultural Literacy:What Every American Needs to Know. Published in 19874, it was intended to influence educators, but became a surprise New York Times bestseller, mostly because of a 63-page list — two columns to a page — that covered what Dr. Hirsch considered "essential knowledge." His idea of what every American needed to know ranged over a broad spectrum of subjects that included Adam and Eve (an easy one), alfresco (well, I've heard of it), copulation, galaxy, gallstone, pollution, pornography, Vulcan, and Zeitgeist. Most grownups grew quiet, however, when they came to Delphic oracle, Dido, Hegelian dialectic, and Mendelian genetics on the list. People used the book to quiz their friends — to learn who was "culturally literate" and who was a faker. Lots of people thought then, in the 1980s, that Dr. Hirsch set the bar a bit too high. That same bar, by today's standards, seems to be at skyscraper level, but that's because so many Americans are standing in a hole.


  Too many adults — maybe a majority — don't seem to know much about history, geography, biology, and a great many other subjects that were once considered "essential knowledge." Worse, a lot of them don't care. Among the "don't cares" are some of our society's supposed leaders and "role models" — politicians, government officials, pundits who hold forth on talk radio and cable TV, athletes, entertainers, and that growing class of "celebrities" who are famous for nothing except being famous. Even worse, a significant number of people who don't know much about much — for the sake of argument, let's call them "the Tea Party" — wear their lack of knowledge with pride, even when it comes to deciding matters of right and wrong and especially when it comes to passing judgment about what constitutes Americanism.


  The definition of "real American" seems to have become someone a person wants to have a beer with, not someone who helps, teaches, conserves or cares about improving the quality of life for everyone.


  Okay, I may be overstating my case a bit. Clearly, America has a lot of smart people and some of the best schools in the world. But by the dawn of the twenty-first century, the goal to learn more and to strive to improve society and the planet seemed to have been kicked to the curb, abandoned by people who appeared genuinely uncomfortable with the notion that, in the words of Emil Faber (founder of a fictional college in the film, Animal House), "knowledge is good."


  Often, some people actually strive to limit the amount of knowledge the pubic receives — and all in pursuit of their own agenda. Sound devious, sleazy, even sinister? At a minimum.


  Several of the candidates competing for the 2012 Republican presidential nomination exposed themselves as ignorant about such topics as foreign affairs, science, and even the American government they pretend they're qualified to lead. Yes, I'm talking about you, Herman Cain, Rick Perry, and Michelle Bachman. When they got caught looking stupid, what did they do? "Oops," said a cheerful Perry when he couldn't remember the name of a federal agency he claimed he wanted to eliminate. Cain, having fumbled an interview question about Libya, mocked critics who thought a potential chief executive should know something about places such as North Africa and the Mideast.


  "Who knows every detail of every country or every situation on the planet? Nobody!" shouted Cain, addressing a crowd of cheering supporters in Nashua, New Hampshire. "We need a leader, not a reader."5


  As New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd put it, "The Republicans are now the 'How great is it to be stupid?' party.6


  But willful ignorance, you might rightly argue, is nothing new in American culture. Prolific author Isaac Asimov, in a 1980 column for Newsweek, wrote of a "strain of anti-intellectualism [that] has been a constant thread winding its way through our political and cultural life, nurtured by the false notion that democracy means that 'my ignorance is just as good as your knowledge'." Politicians and promoters have lied and twisted the truth forever and it's often worked. "The most outrageous lies that can be invented," wrote Mark Twain in 1867, "will find believers if a man only tells them with all his might." And downright meanness in our public life is hardly novel either.


  In 1856, Preston Brooks, a congressman from South Carolina, stormed up to the desk of Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts and hit him with a wooden walking stick. The pro-slavery congressman, angry about a speech that abolitionist Sumner had made, continued beating the senator until the cane splintered and Sumner lay bloodied and unconscious on the floor of the Senate chamber. Good thing fewer congress members carry walking sticks these days. Anyway, a few years later the country exploded into civil war.


  We're not back to that brutal point — not yet, anyway. But our modern standards of truth, civility, accountability, and intelligence are suffering. They've been slipping for quite some time. Look back through the last several decades and you can pick out lots of moments in political and cultural history when public language and behavior took wrong turns. Here are some that I think really changed things:


  
    	1981 — Alexander Haig, a former White House chief of staff and Army general, becomes US secretary of state. That gives him a platform to make speeches in "Haigspeak," a curious type of language that's as obscure in meaning as it is pompous-sounding. Haig uses nouns as verbs and twists the syntax of American English so that his most cogent thoughts come out sounding like nonsense and vice versa. His latter-day heirs have included every public speaker who routinely mangles meaning and syntax, among them the very un-Haiglike President George W. Bush and the profoundly ignorant reality TV star Sarah Palin.


    	1990 — Congressman Newt Gingrich, as chair of the GOP Political Action Committee, better known as GOPAC, urges Republican candidates in state legislative races to vilify Democrats, instructing them to hurl words such as "sick," "traitors," "corrupt," and "pathetic" at their opponents. This glossary of shame is included in a GOP pamphlet titled "Language: A Key Mechanism of Control." Gingrich will in 1995 become speaker of the US House of Representatives. In that office he will keep encouraging hostility and name-calling. The Gingrich-inspired legislative style remains influential today, a big reason why today's national "leaders" can get so little done.


    	1994 — O.J. Simpson, the NFL great and accused murderer, leads police on a drawn-out, low-speed chase along Los Angeles freeways while an estimated 95 million viewers watch on TV. The phenomenal ratings for the chase and Simpson's trial inspire television executives to embrace sordid reality — already on prime time via the Fox show COPS — as never before. Real-life scandal gets more airtime, especially when it involves celebrities, and a genre of squalid pseudo-reality, as in "reality TV" takes over the airwaves and cables. How bad will it get? Think Jersey Shore.


    	1996 — Roger Ailes, a former Republican political consultant, and Rupert Murdoch, an international media magnate, create Fox News Channel, a cable television outlet dedicated to right-wing propaganda posing as "fair and balanced" journalism. Distortion, it turns out, is also a great ratings-getter. The success of Fox News opens the door to a not-so-brave new world, today's world, in which no news consumer need ever encounter a "fact" contrary to what the viewer already "knew."

  


  Although few Americans realized it at the time, each of these moments represents a turning point toward cultural idiocy. There are many other junctures that deserve dishonorable mention, of course. There was the time in 1986, for example, when President Ronald Reagan used the classic, responsibility-shirking phrase "Mistakes were made."7 That was also the year that right-wing radio-personality Rush Limbaugh arrived on the national airwaves. Rush's brand of vitriolic gab helped inspire both Gingrich-style politics and Fox News-style "reportage." Among Rush's many imitators, the San Francisco-based hatemonger Michael Savage may be the most despicable. Savage achieved radio syndication in 1999. And you might keep an eye out for that inglorious afternoon in 2011 when Willard "Mitt" Romney famously announced that "corporations are people."8


  Romney meant what he said, by the way. It wasn't a slip of the tongue. Although inadvertent "misstatements," as they've come to be called, can be both revealing and funny (and I include many of them), they're not the main topic here. When I set out to write this book, I wanted it to be about loving language, about how much words matter and how the power of our words is so often misunderstood. Beyond routine communication, words are used to bring joy and cause pain, to bring people together or to generate anger and divisiveness. A phrase or a verbal exchange can launch a career or destroy one. It can cement a relationship or rip apart a family. But while I was researching the subject, it became clear to me that so many phrases and verbal exchanges, so much of what is being said today is profoundly messed up. It comes out sounding or looking so ridiculous that the focus shifts, and, as pollster Frank Luntz — a conservative with whom I agree on virtually nothing else — has written quite correctly, "It's not what you say, it's what people hear."9 When the message is crafted or slanted or spun or obscured in a way intended to deliberately distort meaning, that's the heart of cultural idiocy.


  I'm talking about intent, malice, duplicity, and often denial. Increasingly, our public figures say stupid things and then claim they never said such things or that what people heard them say is not what they really said. When they are confronted by audio or video recordings that document their every word, proving they are either dumb, lying, or both, their response is to turn on their critics. It's even worse when a politician or pundit deliberately lies and then stands behind the lie. Often this involves bald-faced claims that "Americans know" or "Americans want" or "Americans don't want." Or there's the whopper that "America has the best health care in the world." That one blithely ignores how difficult it is for too many Americans to access any health care at all.


  Bizzaro World — a fictional place where life is lived-out as the opposite of reality, an idea created for a Superman comic book in 1960 — has become its own American reality, where events are intentionally described inaccurately to present situations as one wants them to be in order to achieve an objective. Does it make sense? No. So, why do we do it? Mostly because it works, at least some of the time. And the reasons that it does, reasons such as ignorance and self-deception, are based in what I call cultural idiocy. I think we all deserve better.


  It worries me when I see so much cynicism among today's young people. On the threshold of adulthood, supposedly preparing for careers and families, young people are carrying around bad attitudes that I fear are going to hold them back and stunt their lives. The world has always presented challenges, but what's become noticeably different is how people respond to adversity. Good-natured teasing has been replaced by abusive rants, barrages of insults and unrestrained meanness. People who have been hurt or scarred by negative diatribes are told to "toughen up" and to "get used to it" — that the world is a cold, hard place.


  That's why I'm fighting back against the systemic problem of cultural idiocy. There are things we can do to make things better, starting with raising awareness. If we use our critical faculties and stop accepting inane statements and loopy logic as par for the course, maybe we can work toward something better. In these pages, I use some of the methods I've employed both as a professor and in my other career as a consultant on marketing communications to explore possible ways that we can fix the problem.


  
    

  


  
Section One: Cultural Idiocy


  1. Putting Cultural Idiocy in Context


  "There are only two truly infinite things, the universe and stupidity. And I am unsure about the universe."


  That's one of those quotes endlessly repeated on the Internet, where it is credited to Albert Einstein, who may or may not have said something like it. The statement doesn't seem to have shown up in print until almost three decades after Einstein died, in a book of humorous quotes.10 Maybe Internet quotations should have their own subheading under the Cultural Idiocy label, but that's beside the point. I only include the observation because its ubiquity on the Web illustrates that: (1) Stupidity is rampant in American society and it is becoming more widespread, and (2) I'm not the only one who noticed.


  On a lovely July day in 2011, the Internet search engine Yahoo! listed 60,500,000 results for the words "really stupid things" (in quotes). The more popular Google showed "about 3,870,000." That's quite a disparity, which could be a reflection of the lack of a unified standard or a difference of opinion, or of editors just making up numbers in the belief that no one's ever going to check. Some people might suggest that both numbers are much too low. Countless volumes chronicle blunders, absurdities, words, and deeds that most dictionaries would define as "inconsistent with obvious truth, reason, or sound judgment." Pretty much everyone has personal knowledge, based on observation, of the stupidity of others.


  But here's where it gets tricky. According to a Nobel Prize-winning psychology study, stupid people do not know they are stupid. In 1999, David Dunning and Justin Kruger, researchers at Cornell University, published a report called "Unskilled and Unaware of It: How Difficulties in Recognizing One's Own Incompetence Lead to Inflated Self-Assessments."11 The title pretty much sums up what has come to be called the Dunning-Kruger effect. It states that incompetent people fail to understand a task and don't realize that they can't do it well. Competent people, on the other hand, tend to have higher standards based on a more realistic recognition of what a task entails and so they doubt their own ability to perform it adequately. Or as Shakespeare put it, "The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a fool."12


  "Sure there have been injuries and deaths in boxing, but none of them serious."

  

  –Alan Minter, prize fighter


  So, if that's the case, do we hold every transgressor responsible for every stupid comment and/or act of idiocy? Is characterizing someone's bad grammar or poor communication skills or strong—and arguably disagreeable—opinions as "cultural idiocy" unjustified or elitist? Does it amount to taking a cheap shot at someone who holds opposing views? The only proper answer to this question is…that depends. It depends on whether or not a case can be made to support such a characterization. Is it cultural idiocy or just plain incompetence? "Cultural" is defined as relating to the arts and manners favored by a particular group. That would include standards of behavior and the art of communication. "Idiocy" means extreme stupidity (stupid being a poor ability to understand or profit from experience). And as Forrest Gump's mama put it, "Stupid is as stupid does."


  It seems only fair to say that the "innocent"—the person who commits a faux pas, unwittingly drops a malapropism in public or unintentionally misspeaks—might be given a pass, albeit not without a deep sigh and a headshake of disapproval. But when an intelligent person—someone who is supposed to know better and, even if he or she doesn't know better, has an army of slick advisers and handlers—says or does something idiotic with malice aforethought, as lawyers like to say, and because, under prevailing cultural standards, he or she thinks there's a good chance of getting away with it, should that person, at the very least, not be made to stand in the corner or be listed on some type of Hall of Shame plaque? Or be forced to watch Howie Mandell on television for a minimum of four hours?


  What could fairly and accurately be called "word games" play a big part in shaping public sentiment. Remember the title of Newt Gingrich's 1990 pamphlet, "Language, a Key Mechanism of Control." In the interest of manipulation, self-appointed opinion shapers throw around words and phrases that sound like they mean something important, although often they mean little to nothing. Some people —the cantankerous radio announcer Rush Limbaugh, for example—insist that elected leaders should have not just basic skills and a majority of votes, but they must also have the "moral authority" to lead. The four-times married Limbaugh (with his highly publicized drug problems), like the thrice-married Gingrich (with his numerous lapses in both morals and ethics), is a big-time Republican proponent of "family values." Yet, both of them appear to enjoy using the term "lacking the moral authority" to describe their philosophical opponents.


  So… exactly how is having the "moral authority" different from just having "actual authority"… and who gets to decide?


  Moral is defined as "relating to issues of right and wrong and to how individual people should behave." It's kind of adorable that these rascals assume such a judgmental posture when their personal histories will likely receive some special attention on Judgment Day.


  So, presidents and the like need "moral authority." Judges should be "strict constructionists." Throw in "quisling," "strategic ambiguity," "procedural republic", and "paleoconservative" for that added ring of authority. Never mind that when asked exactly what these terms mean, the reply is typically a blank stare.


  Not only do Rush, Newt, and their ideological brethren pass judgment on who's squeaky-clean enough to hold office, they also want to decide who can exercise the most basic right of citizenship. Limbaugh, who describes himself as having "talent on loan from God," took note of an article in the Atlanta Journal Constitution that described low-income residents lining up for heating assistance and declared that poor people, since they tend to vote for Democrats, should not be allowed to vote. On his Internet radio program, one Judson Philips—president of the Nashville-based "Tea Party Nation"—defended the original U.S. laws that allowed only the landed elite to vote.


  "The Founding Fathers originally said they put certain restrictions on who gets the right to vote," Judson said. "It wasn't you were just a citizen and you got to vote. Some of the restrictions, you know, you obviously would not think about today. But one of those was you had to be a property owner. And that makes a lot of sense, because if you're a property owner you actually have a vested stake in the community. If you're not a property owner, you know, I'm sorry but property owners have a little bit more of a vested interest in the community than non-property owners."13


  So, someone gets an extra vote if he or she owns a business, a cabin, a condo, a vacation home or rental property. The wage-earning rent payer is out of luck. This makes perfect sense if you think about things as these folks do. The U.S. Constitution was just fine the way it was in 1787 and, since nothing much has changed since then, why go screwing around adding things like "amendments"?


  Really. It's as if some of these people don't ever think about how dumb they look and how dumb they make Americans look, particularly since they can find such large numbers of people to agree with them, while not having even a remote idea what they are agreeing to.


  As I said in the Introduction, the spread of cultural idiocy, a decline in the relationship between what's said and what's understood, in modern America has seen major milestones, among them I've picked out four, listed here chronologically: (1) When Secretary of State Al Haig gained a platform for murdering the language with "Haigspeak." (2) When Newt Gingrich established "nasty" as the primary Republican political stance. (3) When O.J. Simpson, running (or perhaps it should be called "cruising") from the law, inadvertently laid the groundwork for reality television. (4) When Fox News took to the cable networks with its mission of spreading GOP talking points under the guise of "fair and balanced" reporting.


  We'll start with Haig—a smart guy, decorated soldier, and longtime public servant whose genuine accomplishments—such as essentially running the country in the early 1970s while President Nixon was distracted by Watergate—are obscured in memory (mine, at least) by the damage he did to the way American English is spoken in the public arena.


  As secretary of state in the 1980s, this man who was responsible for maintaining America's diplomatic relations with the rest of the world declared, "At the moment, we are subsumed in the vortex of criticality."


  His words might have brought leaders and people of warring nations around the world together in peace and harmony, perhaps to share a Coke—if anyone had understood what he said.


  Secretary Haig once responded to a legislator's question with, "I'll have to caveat my response, Senator." He told another senator, Ohio's John Glenn, that his question could not be answered "in the way you contexted it."


  As a miscommunicator, Haig was most influential in asserting that just because he spoke words contrary to the truth, it didn't necessarily mean he lied. This dubious principal has resonated through American public life in recent decades like no other. When accused of telling an untruth, the secretary once retorted, "That's not a lie, it's a terminological inexactitude. Also a tactical misrepresentation."


  Haig certainly knew that his baffling way with words, "Haigspeak," didn't always get his point across. Even his own staff referred to the boss's flights of gibberish as "Haigisms." So it may have been in a spirit of self-examination that he once declared, "The loss of candor is grievous, and in my opinion it may yet prove to be mortal, because if we cannot discuss our problems in plain speech that describes reality, it is unlikely that we will be able to solve them."


  That's a very insightful observation, in my opinion.


  Al Haig no longer walks among us, but he can be considered the cultural forefather of so many manglers of American English. As for denying that what you said is in fact what you said, consider the recent case of Newt Gingrich, candidate for the 2012 Republican presidential nomination, who in May of 2011 warned his rivals not to quote his negative comments about another Republican's deficit-reduction plan. "Any ad which quotes what I said Sunday is a falsehood," he announced on the following Tuesday.


  Beyond "terminological inexactitudes" and "tactical misrepresentations," we can see Haig's legacy in public figures' widespread eagerness to be glib and quotable and come up with the best zingers and sound-bites for TV pundits to chew over. This has resulted in such archival treasures as Donald Rumsfeld, when he was U.S. secretary of defense in the administration of President George W. Bush, explaining that, "There are known knowns. These are things we know that we know. There are known unknowns. That is to say, there are things that we know we don't know. But there are also unknown unknowns. There are things we don't know we don't know."14


  The remark left people scratching their heads. It was actually a very reasoned observation, but was presented in such a flippant way that it confused some, aggravated others, and became a high point of late-night comedy routines. It also left the impression that Rumsfeld was not taking things seriously when he met with the press to discuss the status of an ongoing war. This further illustrates Frank Luntz's point that what the listeners hear matters more than what the speaker says.


  Editor and columnist Hugh Stegman noted that, "We have created a semantic parasite, a facile memetic fog, a do-it-yourself marginalization kit, a by-the-numbers obfuscation tool, which allows anyone with even a mediocre command of the language to dangerously and wretchedly oversimplify everything in sight."15 Whether one would agree or disagree with Stegman's premise, one thing is certain: most people have to look up the meaning of memetic.


  "I juxtapose anticipated with anomalous imagery to create visual analogies. Discrepancy and contrast in scale are emphasized as I investigate perception and memory."

  

     – Sura Ruth, photographer



  Although oversimplification is often an aspect of cultural idiocy, so is its Haigspeak opposite, the use of superficially grandiose language to say something that, if expressed in straightforward terms, might actually be understood. Common sense, or one's level of brightness—sometimes referred to as natural acuity, luminosity or coruscation—has been overshadowed by the unnecessarily confusing and the superficially grandiose. As an example of the former, consider this from the U.S. Internal Revenue Service Form 8583: "Passive activity income does not include the following: Income for an activity that is not a passive activity."16


  That certainly clears that up.


  As for the superficially grandiose, you've seen it if you've ever read one of those grant applications in which the writer uses unnecessary verbiage not to actually explain the proposal but to make it sound so complicated that it must be important. This often happens in an aesthetically high-flown way when artists try to explain the concepts behind their creations.


  To my knowledge, Alexander Haig had nothing to do with inspiring the Golden Fleece17 Awards, but some of its recipients certainly met his standard of miscommunication. In 1975, when Haig was in Brussels as supreme allied commander of NATO (and no doubt giving translators fits), the tongue-in-cheek Golden Fleece program began "honoring" entities that its founder, U.S. Senator William Proxmire, judged to be fleecing American taxpayers. The first award, a superb example of cultural idiocy, went to the National Science Foundation "for squandering $84,000 to try to find out why people fall in love." Subsequent awards included:


  
    	A grant to the National Endowment for the Humanities to study why people cheat, lie and act rudely on local Virginia tennis courts;


    	Funding for the Office of Education to develop a curriculum to teach college students how to watch television;


    	A grant of $1.2 million to the Environmental Protection Agency to preserve a Trenton, NJ sewer as a historical monument;


    	The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, which spent millions of dollars on research to learn if drunken fish are more aggressive than sober fish, if young rats are more likely than adult rats to drink booze in order to reduce anxiety, and if rats can be systematically turned into alcoholics.

  


  Was there any legitimate reason taxpayers had to fund these things? Maybe, but the explanations of how these projects came to be are couched in hundreds of pages of preposterous pseudo-intellectual verbiage that is largely impossible to comprehend. Few bureaucrats will ever admit that, however, so funding is approved because people don't want to take the time to decipher explanations.


  The question that was apparently never asked was: what if some senator should come along and shine a light in these areas? Would the people who were responsible for giving the green light to the studies be regarded as idiots? Did they care? Shouldn't someone have cared?


  Science and humanities grants seek funding, of course, illustrating that much of the time acts of cultural idiocy are motivated by or related to money or desire for same. It's well known that a need or passion for money will drive people to do strange, desperate, often very stupid things. Even those who insist they are not interested in money, immune to the lures of luxury, do want the power and control that money buys. They may want cash for a study, for a capitalist venture, a public works project, or just to be able to hand it out in exchange for favors. It is hardly surprising in such situations to find prominent political and business leaders at the head of the class when another prize, let's call it the cultural idiot award for discombobulating communication, is handed out.


  Among my nominees for that award, consider former Washington D.C, mayor and convicted felon Marion Barry, who said: "Outside of the killings, Washington has one of the lowest crime rates in the country."18


  Another contender, albeit from several decades back, might be Lieutenant General Lewis B. Hershey who was the director of the Selective Service System during the Vietnam War. "I've lived under situations where every decent man declared war first and I've lived under situations where you don't declare war," he said. "We've been flexible enough to kill people without declaring war." Like a lot of Haigisms, that might actually contain some insightful truth, if one took the trouble to decode it.


  Former President George W. Bush ought to be a shoo-in for any award honoring cultural idiocy. Has anybody in public life ever negotiated the gap between intent and meaning more awkwardly than he has? Whatever one's opinion might be of the former chief executive, it is important to remember that, as the head of state, his words and deeds were recorded for history, seen and heard and sent out to the other countries, where they were widely perceived as articulating what America stood for. So regardless of his supporters at home willingly cutting him a break, or a thousand breaks, he profoundly altered the world's opinion of America, and not for the better. It's not just about his repeated references to the "threat of nucular [sic] weapons" or claims he had been "misunderestimated," but about explanations such as: "Tribal sovereignty means that; it's sovereign. I mean, you're a — you've been given sovereignty, and you're viewed as a sovereign entity. And therefore the relationship between the federal government and tribes is one between sovereign entities."19


  While running for president in May 2000, Bush told an audience in Albuquerque, New Mexico, "This foreign policy stuff is a little frustrating, whether in French or in English or in Mexican. This is a world that is much more uncertain than the past. In the past, we were certain, were certain it was us versus the Russians in the past. We were certain, and therefore we had huge nucular [sic] arsenals aimed at each other in order to keep the peace.


  "… You see, even though it's an uncertain world, we're certain of some things. We're certain that even though the 'evil empire' may have passed, evil still remains. We're certain that there are people that can't stand what America stands for. We're certain there are madmen in this world, and there's terror, and there's missiles and I'm certain of this too: I'm certain that to maintain the peace, we better have a military of high morale, and I'm certain under this [the Clinton] administration, morale in the military is dangerously low."20


  Or consider Bush's approach to domestic issues, for example a program that changed the lives of tens of millions of Americans over the years. The Social Security system was created to provide limited financial benefits to people in their old age. The former chief executive thought it needed to be changed and explained his proposal in 2005 by saying:


  "Because the—all which is on the table begins to address the big cost drivers. For example, how benefits are calculated, for example, is on the table; whether or not benefits rise based upon wage increases or price increases. There's a series of parts of the formula that are being considered. And when you couple that, those different cost drivers, affecting those—changing those with personal accounts, the idea is to get what has been promised more likely to be—or closer delivered to what has been promised. Does that make any sense to you? It's kind of muddled. Look, there's a series of things that cause the—like, for example, benefits are calculated based upon the increase of wages, as opposed to the increase of prices. Some have suggested that we calculate—the benefits will rise based upon inflation, as opposed to wage increases. There is a reform that would help solve the red if that were put into effect. In other words, how fast benefits grow, how fast the promised benefits grow, if those—if that growth is affected, it will help on the red. Okay, better? I'll keep working on it." 21


  It seems appropriate here to quote the classic line from the 1967 film Cool Hand Luke, about the parties involved having, "failure to communicate."22


  Perhaps the most alarming thing about Bush's gobbledygook is that he didn't seem worried about it. He never bothered to learn how to pronounce "nuclear" and good-naturedly laughed about his unfamiliarity with basic principles of grammar and syntax. The ability to laugh at yourself, to his credit, is often a sign of mental well-being. It's also a great way to disarm your critics. But when the so-called leader of the free world hardly gives a shrug about murdering meaning, it sends a message. Aw, heck, it doesn't really matter how I talk, does it?


  As cultural idiocy in America has seen an enormous and alarming surge in recent years, the difference between the way things used to be and the way they are might best be described by borrowing a phrase from another important social issue. Cultural idiocy has come out of the closet. In the past, people, governments, and countries avoided calling attention to lapses in what might be called "common sense." Such instances led to discomfort, embarrassment and often a loss of standing. But in twenty-first century America we've seen a pervasive trend toward a Bush-style disregard for knowledge or coherence and it's been accompanied by a widespread rejection of what used to be called good taste and basic good manners. Intelligence, at least in the "formal sense," is apparently not such a big deal anymore.


  Certainly higher education is not accorded the weight it once was when it comes to getting ahead. Where there were once people who felt self-conscious about their lack of formal education, there is now a seemingly equal number who publicly dismiss college as overrated and emphasize it clearly doesn't provide a degree in common sense. Point taken.


  To be more specific, while many advertised jobs require a bachelor's degree or even a master's degree, some very visible role models did not follow the traditional educational paradigm and were ultimately rewarded for going around the path of what society promised was the way to get ahead.


  Among the notable who found success and wealth without a college diploma are Larry Ellison, the second richest man in the world, and Bill Gates, Paul Allen, Michael Dell, Mark Zuckerberg, Steven Spielberg, David Geffen, Richard Branson, Simon Cowell, Ralph Lauren, Rachael Ray, Ty Warner, Barry Diller, Barry Manilow, Barry Sanders, Barry White, Brad Pitt, the cookie lady (Mrs.) Debbi Fields, cosmetics queen Mary Kay Ash, former New York Stock Exchange chairman Dick Grasso, and the late Steve Jobs, J.D. Salinger, and Ernest Hemingway.


  At least sixty-three members the "Forbes 400,"23Forbes magazine's list of the richest Americans, never graduated from college and their average net worth was $4.3 billion. To date, none of the aforementioned individuals has distinguished himself or herself with any singular act of idiocy, cultural or otherwise (unless one would be judgmental about Mr. Hemingway ending his life by blowing his head off).


  Did their successes encourage others to go their own way and defy convention, saying and doing whatever they please? Is a university freshman today likely to think dropping out of college is okay because Bill Gates did and succeeded? Maybe. The system has proved inconsistent when it comes to rewarding long hours of study and following the rules.


  One decade into the twenty-first century, many highly educated people could not find jobs. Was education—or lack of it—a factor? Or was it something more complex? The college experience should, at a minimum, try to discourage people from referring to the president as a dick on national television.


  More often we think of athletes, pop singers, movie actors and fashion models as influencing young people's behavior. Many prominent people have actually taken that responsibility seriously, at least in the past. For generations, providing a "good influence on children" has been a concern among stars that count kids among their audiences. But do kids really try to mimic the words and deeds of Kobe Bryant, Katy Perry, Alex Rodriguez, Emenem, Taylor Lautner, Gisele Bundchen, or Lady Gaga? Did they ever really chart their courses under the lights of Marlon Brando, Marilyn Monroe, Mickey Mantle, Twiggy, Elvis or Michael Jackson? Those icons entertained, amused, perhaps even inspired, but to what extent was their behavior emulated? Despite the erstwhile popularity of sideburns and "moon walking," the answer isn't clear.


  There is, however, an archive of examples of the entertainment, sports and fashion industries' contributions to cultural idiocy. Baseball hero Andre Dawson, who played for the Montreal Expos, the Chicago Cubs, Boston Red Sox, and Florida Marlins, explained how he viewed being a role model by declaring, "I want all the kids to do what I do, to look up to me. I want all the kids to copulate me."


  The lovely fashion model Gena Lee Nolin might also know something about the subject. It was she who offered this sage advice to aspiring beauties: "If you eat right and you exercise and you get breast implants, you can look like us."


  Here's another beauty tip, this one from former Miss America Debra Maffett: "Sit by the homely girl, you'll look better by comparison."


  Model and actress Kylie Bax provided a more solemn bit of insight on not only herself, but the public she hopes to reach, when she said, "When I'm a blonde, I can say the world is purple, and they'll believe me because they weren't listening to me."


  (Sigh.)


  Until June of 1994, Orenthal James Simpson was best known as a Hall of Fame football player and secondarily as a broadcaster and movie actor. Then "reality" broke out after the bodies of Simpson's ex-wife and her friend were found outside her Los Angeles condominium. They'd been slain by somebody wielding a knife with great strength and fury. O.J., prime suspect in the case, was scheduled to turn himself in to police on the seventeenth of that month but instead he and a friend went cruising in his white Ford Bronco, a long, leisurely drive along the Southern California freeways that drew a following of numerous law enforcement pursuit cars, news helicopters, and nearly half the U.S. population watching on TV. The ratings for coverage of the chase, which pre-empted primetime programming on the major networks, were so high that the medium would be forever shaped by it, a topic I'll return to in detail in Chapter 3.


  So the famous, role models or not, do have an impact. I'll certainly admit that celebrities play a prominent role in the current culturally idiotic popularity of public insults and name-calling. Aging British rock stars (who, although not American, have certainly made a big impression on many Americans) seem to shine in this area. The musician Stewart Copeland, for example, said of his former bandmate Sting, "The mighty Sting momentarily looks like a petulant pansy instead of the god of rock."


  And Sir Paul McCartney said of his former partner and one-time best friend, the late John Lennon, "He could be a maneuvering swine."


  Sir Elton John on Keith Richards: "He's so pathetic, poor thing. It's like a monkey with arthritis, trying to go onstage and look young."


  Whoa. Rock on, your sirship!


  Some folks believe the old rules of civility and restraint don't apply to them and meanwhile the new rules change faster than a runaway cliché. More and more people seem to believe that the end justifies the means, nice guys finish last, and in looking out for number one. The ultimate question of our age is, "What's in it for me?"


  Public relations people have a hard job these days. It looks glamorous—flying on private jets, dining at elegant restaurants, partying with Donald Trump and other beautiful celebrities, getting to be on a first-name basis with entertainment industry luminaries and directors of corporations, films, and rehab centers….


  But it's not always all fun and glitz for PR types—like when a client is involved in a situation that could be considered socially unacceptable, unethical, immoral, or even downright criminal. Or when a client tells a whopper of a lie on national television and it gets a million-plus views a day on YouTube. The PR person has to go to the media and explain the situation, framing it in ways that are least harmful to the client. It's not always easy—particularly if the person represented has become part of the growing number of people who think they can do and say anything—no matter how stupid—and won't pay a price for it, believing such things appeal to their fans or supporters. It's fascinating.


  Even professional media people seem to forget there are audio and video recordings of them acting stupid when they call a news conference to deny ever saying or doing the thing on the tape that's qued-up and ready to be shown nationwide and viewed millions of times online.


  If what's said on that tape is that Lady Gaga's dress made of meat should have been worn with more flattering accessories, the world would not change. But when someone who can influence financial stability and/or international security does something very wrong and lies about it, that's a big deal. Yet, there are people in high places in America who either do not understand what is clear to high school kids or they just don't care.


  When asked what he thought of Western Civilization, Gandhi responded,


  "I think it would be a very good idea."


  We've got a problem. Of course, we've got a lot of problems, but one in particular is, when space travelers land on Earth from Mars or Uranus or wherever, and ask what's going on here, how do we explain what's happening in what we now describe with more than a little irony as our "civil society."


  Consider what passes for critical discourse in the arena of politics, where radio and Internet TV person Glenn Beck casually referred to the president of the United States as a racist. Meanwhile a prominent Alaska politician, who believes she is qualified to run the government of the most powerful nation on earth, stepped up to defend another radio host against such charges. "Does anyone seriously believe that Dr. Laura Schlessinger is a racist?" she asked.


  What? Why would anyone seriously believe that Dr. Laura Schlessinger is a racist? Could it have anything to do with Schlessinger arguing with a caller about the appropriateness of a derogatory term for African Americans that rhymes with trigger, and in the process using that word on the air?24 Eleven times?


  In the great state of Illinois, pundits described a recent U.S. Senate race as a choice between a "mob banker" and a "serial liar." In Florida, a candidate for governor referred to his rival as a "career fraudster." In Arizona the incumbent senator ran an ad calling his primary opponent "a huckster."


  A reader of the Denver Post wrote the editor to ask how he could take seriously a Post columnist's discussion of health care which featured terms such as "Obama-care," "sleaze-addled bill" and "giant, invasive regulatory scheme" to describe the Affordable Care Act passed by Congress?


  Divisive partisanship goes hand-in-hand with politics just about wherever it's been practiced. It always has, but most American politicians used to make some effort to appear relatively subtle in smearing the other side. Then came one Newton Leroy Gingrich, who openly embraced nastiness as his guiding principal. It was Gingrich who in 1990, when he was chairman of GOPAC (a training and support organization for Republican candidates) mailed out to aspiring Republican politicians a list of words they were instructed to use against Democrats. It listed "sick," "traitors," "bizarre," "self-serving," "shallow," "corrupt," "pathetic," and "shame." GOPAC later issued a retraction of "traitors" but stuck by the rest of the vicious vocabulary. Things have gone downhill ever since.


  The political party out of power in 2011—that would be the Republicans—attacked the party in power—the Democrats—for not creating more jobs (that would basically replace jobs Republicans leading the government a few years earlier had exported to foreign countries where labor is cheap). The party out of power referred to the people who exported American manufacturing as "job creators," and blocked attempts to tax American companies that use foreign labor markets to manufacture products for sale in the U.S. They blocked repeated efforts by the party in power to enact legislation and fund programs intended to stimulate the economy and create jobs. The party out of power insisted the only way to strengthen the economy and bring jobs back was to pursue U.S. government policies that had failed to do that for more than a decade. When members of the political party out of power in 2011 are asked to explain why they think programs that did not work for ten years would work now, their answer is that liberals want to see socialism defeat capitalism because they hate America.


  Say what?


  In 2001, to increase public support for his plan for a $1.35 trillion tax-cut program—one of the largest tax cuts in U.S. history—then-President Bush argued that funds in the U.S. treasury should be returned to taxpayers, saying the surplus cash amassed during the Clinton presidency was "not the government's money. The surplus is the people's money." Despite reports of a threat of recession from then-Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan, Bush argued that his tax cut would stimulate the economy and create jobs. So a tax reduction was put in place by the Bush administration in 2002 to spur economic growth. By taxing wealthier people less, the theory was that these wealthier people would use the money they did not pay in taxes to invest in growing businesses and adding more jobs.


  But the "job creators" just smiled. By October 2008, due to increases in domestic and foreign spending, the national debt had risen to $11.3 trillion, an increase of more than one hundred percent from the start of the year 2000 when the debt was $5.6 trillion. Most debt was accumulated as a result of the Bush tax cuts and increased national security spending—specifically, the cost of two wars started during the Bush administration, but never factored into the budget, and financed with money borrowed mostly from China.


  In November 2008, more than 500 thousand jobs were lost, which marked the largest loss of jobs in the United States in thirty-four years. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that in a single four-month period in 2008, some 1.9 million jobs were lost. By the end of 2008, the United States had lost a total of approximately three million jobs.


  So in 2010, Republicans in Congress presented a plan that would create new jobs in America if the government will just cut the taxes of the country's wealthier people. They offer this plan with totally straight faces—really—as if it were a real idea, a new idea, as if it weren't the same idea put forward a decade ago that resulted in economic disaster.


  Again, no one proposing this bold strategy addressed why, if it didn't work then, it was going to work...whenever. It's fair to guess that if former Vice President Dick Cheney were still speaking for the Republicans, he would address this matter with what has become one of his most famous comments on the problems facing the American people: "So?"25


  A claim that cutting taxes on the rich results in jobs for the poor and middle class is easy to refute if it's not true, which it isn't. And yet an entire major American political party sticks to that story and a significant number of voters buy it. Similarly, claims that America's government does not violate its citizens' privacy or torture those it holds as—not prisoners—detainees, is also easy to refute. Polluting air and water, lowering safety standards, weakening regulation, and denying that it's all happening can be proved to be a perverse exercise in terminological inexactitude, at the very least. But Republicans keep calling for it. Do they believe people are just so stupid they will believe anything… or do they just not care?


  George Orwell wrote, "Political language is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give the appearance of solidarity to pure wind."26 Good stuff. More people should read Orwell.


  Not so long ago, the distinguished Republican U.S. Senator from Kentucky, Addison Mitchell "Mitch" McConnell, who is always impeccably tailored and talks without moving his mouth, said his only priority was making sure President Obama is a one-term president.27


  Really, "Mitch?" That's it? You're a U.S. senator and the leader of your party in the senate and that's your only priority? There are kids running for class president in elementary schools with more serious and admirable goals than that. How do we explain it to the Martians? Or the Uranus guys? And what might they be thinking in China, the country America's been using to pay its bills instead of an American Express card, which, reportedly, has an interest rate on borrowed money that's now a full percentage point higher than the Corleone family's?


  Early in Barack Obama's presidency, McConnell sent a letter to Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid. The letter was signed by all forty-two Republican senators at the time and stated they would not vote for cloture (closing debate in order to cast a vote) on anything until the Bush-era tax cuts and government funding was worked out to their satisfaction.28 In other words, Republican lawmakers would continue to keep anything meaningful from happening in government. For this, U.S. taxpayers at year's end rewarded their senators with a salary of $174,000 each, plus expenses and perks...because it's really hard work to make sure nothing gets done. And the whole world watches.


  "The older we grow the greater becomes our wonder at how much ignorance one can contain without bursting one's clothes."

  

     —Mark Twain


  When Republicans controlled basically all three branches of government, Democrats pretty much sat on the back porch, next to the dog, waiting to see if they were going to be whacked with a rolled-up newspaper. When the Democrats controlled the White House and the Senate and, briefly, the House of Representatives, Republicans filibustered and blocked everything Democrats proposed. Really, whatever gave Democrats the idea that they could act like they hold a majority in government just because they hold a majority? It's time for Filibuster Redux (which I believe was the name of a grouchy old puppet character on the "Howdy Doody" TV show in the 1950s).


  The strategy appears to work like this: act as if you've won when you've lost, then act as if you've really won when you win, and ignore the fact that you still have only a minority stake in the business (though you do keep mischievously changing the names on all the office doors and parking spaces so the other guys become even more disoriented and confused). Then block things from getting done through procedural maneuvering.


  Lately it's getting harder to differentiate the bravado and cartoonish public behavior of politicians from that of professional wrestlers. (Hint: the wrestlers wear the shorts and shiny robes to work…though that could also describe certain members of the Supreme Court, so never mind).


  Am I being a partisan here by drawing attention to members of the president's loyal opposition (BIG cough here)? Yes, I am. Because all this stuff is true. And the PR people are piling up an amazing number of case studies trying to make it appear that their clients aren't idiots. Good luck with that.


  In the spirit of bipartisanship, though, it's not just Republicans who display flashes of cultural idiocy. Political leaders on the other side of the aisle have also made notable contributions to the archive of absurd behavior and reinventing language, leaving heads shaking in bewilderment.


  It was Al Gore, a former two-term vice president of the United States and a Nobel Prize winner, who insisted, "A zebra cannot change its spots"29 and Chicago's legendary Democratic Mayor Richard J. Daley, often referred to as the last of the big-city bosses, famously railed, "They have vilified me, they have crucified me. Yes, they have even criticized me."30


  Daley is also sometimes credited for another famous gaffe, which goes, "I don't want to cast asparagus at my opponent." He didn't say it. If it's authentic, some other Chicago Democrat uttered it. Whoever said it, it's priceless and I can't resist including it here. Meanwhile Senator Barbara Boxer of California, also a Democrat, has been widely credited with this shaky take on history: "Those who survived the San Francisco earthquake said, 'Thank God, I'm still alive.' But, of course, those who died, their lives will never be the same again."31


  Well. Okay, then.


  Many people today believe one of America's big problems is that the government sets the tone for what is happening. Perhaps, but let's say that's true. Who actually, if not a country's elected officials, should set the tone for America's way of life? Donald Trump? The Archbishop of Chicago? The Duke of Earl?


  The first decade of the twenty-first century came to a close with many of the people who got the most attention making it appear that America is a place where cultural idiocy abounds. But at least some people had fun with it. Consider the satirical "Darwin Awards"32 which carry the designation: "Commemorating those individuals who ensure the long-term survival of our species by removing themselves from the gene pool in a sublimely idiotic fashion."


  The "awards" are all in the spirit of mockery, right? Okay, but most of the hundreds of entries are based on actual acts of stupidity, many resulting in death (though the phrase "death by stupidity" has yet to find its place in "the system").


  Sure, it's going to kill a lot of people, but they may be dying of something else anyway."

  

     —Othal Brand, member of a Texas pesticide review board


  I've devoted this chapter to putting cultural idiocy in a national and historical context or "contexting" it, as Al Haig might have said. So, as long as I've broached the subject of death by stupidity, perhaps it's time to frame cultural idiocy in an even broader social context, one having to do with everyday behavior. It's also a context that, like the other topics I've mentioned so far, involves denial, duplicity, self-deception and no lack of what Mark Twain called "damned lies." Oh, and addiction. Let's turn toward that light at the end of the…cigarette.


  If you ask people what they regard as an example of common cultural idiocy, many are quick to reply, "Smoking," often adding without prompting, "It stinks and it can kill you." A lot of people use the word odious. Yet, tobacco remains a multi-billion-dollar industry that, despite years of public criticism, continues to produce weak lungs and strong profits. Some research indicates the percentage of women and teen smokers in the U.S. is rising.


  The late Kurt Vonnegut was one of America's most gifted writers. To some he was a chain-smoking curmudgeon; to others, a national treasure. Readers of Vonnegut's work through the years quickly learned this about him (because he worked it into pretty much all of his books): He was a humanist with a quirky, off-center sense of humor; he hated war and the semicolon; and for most of his life, well into his eighties, he smoked Pall Mall unfiltered cigarettes. No one knows for sure how serious he might have been in his frequent remarks that he had been trying to commit suicide by cigarettes for years. He died of a brain injury following a fall, probably with a cigarette in his hand.


  Many very nice people smoke. Smoking does not make them evil. Understanding, or at least having heard someone mention potential risks to health, smokers accept those risks.


  Though cigarettes—also called cigs, cigees, smokes, butts, fags, coffin nails, and cancer-sticks—are widely acknowledged to be bad for smokers and the people they share the air with, smoking remains a personal choice. Medical professionals keep the pressure on, insisting that there is conclusive evidence to prove smoking causes cancer of the lungs, larynx, oral cavity, throat, and esophagus, and contributes to the development of cancers of the bladder, pancreas, liver, uterine cervix, kidney, stomach, colon, and rectum, as well as causing heart disease, emphysema, impotence, brain damage, and a variety of other life threatening conditions. And yellow teeth. Still, tobacco products are legal and continue to be aggressively marketed in most countries of the world, representing an enormous source of revenue to national and state governments.


  An estimated one in four U.S. high school students smoke; a reported 88 percent of all smokers say they had their first cigarette before they were eighteen years old.33 The smoking issue involves not only health, but an individual's right to make personal choices, regardless of the real or potential harm that might result from those choices.


  Why is something so dangerous legal?


  The short answer is money. The cost of health care for conditions arising from smoking-related illnesses is high and soaring, but tax money and tobacco companies' profits appear to trump health concerns.


  So is smoking really an act of cultural idiocy? Perhaps the best people to address the issue are those who earn their livelihood by promoting or fighting the industry.


  A decade ago, Philip Morris Management Corporation's Vice President of Corporate Communications Jay S. Poole told a University of Memphis audience, "One morning a Philip Morris senior executive woke up — out of what some would call a deep slumber — and said 'We're being sued by forty states.' That's when we realized we had a problem."34


  The Surgeon General's warning first appeared on cigarette packages during the Vietnam War, some forty years before this epiphany, which makes one wonder exactly how long the Philip Morris senior executive had been asleep.


  "We are fast approaching the stage in the ultimate inversion: the stage where the government is free to do anything it pleases, while the citizens may act only by permission; which is the stage of the darkest period of human history; the stage of rule by brute force."

  

     —Ayn Rand


  Don Oakley, a former editorial writer for Scripps Howard News Service, wrote a rejection of the Surgeon General's Report, claiming, "…even if everything said about smoking is true, is what we as a nation are doing on the basis of it wise and necessary? …What we have done has been to ostracize and discriminate against a quarter of the population, to villainize an industry and applaud its plundering by state attorneys general and the plaintiffs' bar and, above all, to countenance the prostitution of science and the corruption of the nation's legal system—all in the politically correct cause of a 'smoke-free' society."35


  Whew!


  Without resorting to terms such as ostracize, villainize, and to countenance the prostitution of science, the popular actress Brooke Shields expressed the sentiments of many when she declared, "Smoking kills. If you're killed, you've lost a very important part of your life."36


  Senator Bob Dole wanted to be the president of the United States. He had this to say on the subject of smoking: "We know smoking tobacco is not good for kids, but a lot of other things aren't good. Drinking's not good. Some would say milk's not good."37 Dole was unsuccessful in his bid for the presidency and went on to appear in a series of television commercials for a soft drink and a pill to treat erectile dysfunction.


  Many critics insist that "Hollywood" makes smoking look sexy and glamorous. It is true that James Dean, Cary Grant, The Beatles, Al Pacino, Jennifer Aniston, Johnny Depp and Demi Moore all either smoke or used to. There's that role model thing again. But is that all it takes to entice young people to disregard the warnings of their parents, doctors, teachers and Mister Rogers? Others maintain that the tobacco industry's use of cartoon characters in advertising lures young people to smoke. Did kids really light up because they wanted to be just like the cartoon puffer Joe Camel? And, if so, isn't that the greater example of cultural idiocy? Do advertisers take advantage of a public, uh, lack of smartness? Do they make it worse?


  Life is more than smoke…


  It's probably fair to say that most Americans think America is a great country. Some even like to emphasize the notion of "American exceptionalism," a term that should evoke at least a little uneasiness in anyone who has taken the trouble to look around at, in the words of the late Marvin Gaye, "what's goin' on."38 We're a place where smoking is no longer cool (except where it still is) but still profitable. This is where locker room protocol includes towel-snapping, where patrons of the, uh, sport can still find places to go to see cockfighting, dog fighting, and dwarf-throwing. We're the home of such pastimes as cow tipping and firecracker throwing. We have slow drivers in the fast lane, computer viruses, songs written as tributes to cars, and book and movie ads that include the words, "it will leave you deeply disturbed," because that's sort of a good thing, entertainment-wise.


  So many things noted here as stupid or idiotic are not exclusively American. It is Americans, however, who seem most aggressive in embracing stupidity and positioning it as something to feel good about.


  Most people can easily generate lists of their own of what they regard as examples of cultural idiocy...and are encouraged to pause here and do so.


  
    

  


  2. Newt Gingrich: Hate-speak and the End of Civility


  "I think one of the great problems we have in the Republican Party is that we don't encourage you to be nasty. We encourage you to be neat, obedient, loyal and faithful and all those Boy Scout words, which would be great around a campfire but are lousy in politics."

  – Newt Gingrich39


  Nastiness is not the same as idiocy. Idiocy comes naturally, usually without the idiot even being aware of it. However, deliberate and aggressive nastiness, when it emanates from a seemingly mature and educated person who professes to understand both the standards of social acceptability and the golden rule, yet still entices others to follow his nasty lead, is definitely a form of cultural idiocy. Such a person, while often simply dismissed as an idiot—and an evil one at that—is more likely what psychologists describe as a "narcissist."


  Though not a psychologist, I do own several dictionaries and was able to learn that a narcissist is someone who experiences excessive self-admiration and self-centeredness and suffers from a personality disorder that is characterized by an overestimation of his or her own appearance and abilities and an excessive need for admiration.


  Newton Leroy McPherson was born in Pennsylvania in 1943. He became Newt Gingrich after his mother's second husband adopted him. He grew up in Georgia, earned a Ph.D., taught history, bid for a seat in Congress but lost twice, then was finally elected in 1978. He engineered the ouster of Democratic House Speaker Jim Wright, became Speaker himself in 1995, and guided what he called the "Republican Revolution" (some called it the Gingrich Revolution) to win control of the U.S. House of Representatives. He took aim at President Bill Clinton, investigating alleged scandals and calling for the president's impeachment in 1998.


  Democrats responded aggressively to what they considered baseless political attacks intended to keep the president from carrying out his agenda for change. More than eighty ethics charges were filed against Gingrich over the years he served as speaker. At one point, he agreed to reimburse a Congressional committee $300,000 for the cost of prolonging the investigation. The payment was described as a "cost assessment" rather than a fine.


  Gingrich has always played hardball. As I've said earlier in the book, his contribution to the course of cultural idiocy began years before he became speaker when, as chairman of GOPAC40, a candidate training organization, he provided the party's candidates with a list of negative terms and urged them to "apply these to the opponent, their record, proposals and their party." What followed was well more than sixty words and phrases in alphabetical order, beginning with "abuse of power" and "anti-(issue) flag, family, child, jobs" and concluding with "welfare." Some of the labels in between included: "betray," "bizarre," "cheat," "coercion," "corrupt," "decay," "destroy," "devour," "disgrace," "endanger," "failure," "greed," "incompetent," "lie," "pathetic," "permissive attitude," "radical," "self-serving," "shame," "sick," "stagnation," and "waste." Two of the words on the list—"cynical" and "hypocrisy"—sound particularly ironic in light of Gingrich's subsequent career of moral and ethical shortcuts.


  The tactic of demonizing an opponent or adversary is of course not original, but Gingrich helped elevate it to a more elaborate, sophisticated, and highly evolved strategy, a semantic system that cleverly concealed an extremely effective form of name-calling. UCLA professor Phil Agre describes this process as "systematic stereotyping." In short, by manipulating language, particularly words or terms that are viewed as representing hot-button issues, a seemingly innocent, honest dialog devolves into combat and calculated, carefully-directed character assassination. Few people in modern times have carried this out as successfully as Newt Gingrich.


  But can Gingrich's public acts and statements—examples of incivility in a calculated presentation of misinformation or misrepresentation—fairly be offered up as cultural idiocy? And is it right to blame him for setting in motion the wave of incivility in public discourse that continues to the present? The only reasonable answer is that it depends on whether or not a person is on the same side of the issues as Gingrich, a believer in the adage that all's fair in love and war…and politics.


  My answer? Yes. It's more than fair. Here is a man in a leadership position who actually encouraged people who looked to him for leadership to slander their ideological rivals as a way of changing American life from the way it is to the way he—and they—want it to be. He knew exactly what he was doing as he sowed the seeds of incivility.


  In 1998, Gingrich, leaving a meeting at the Oval Office, said to President Bill Clinton, "Mr. President, we are going to run you out of town."41


  Gingrich is a master in understanding and using language, although there have been instances when his supporters wish he would have stopped talking a sentence or two sooner, for example when he noted, "In every election in American history both parties have their clichés. The party that has the clichés that ring true wins."42 Although he never served in the military, he apparently felt qualified to offer this gem about who should be allowed to fight: "If combat means living in a ditch, females have biological problems staying in a ditch for thirty days because they get infections and they don't have upper body strength. I mean, some do, but they're relatively rare. On the other hand, men are basically little piglets, you drop them in the ditch, they roll around in it, doesn't matter, you know. These things are very real.


  "On the other hand, if combat means being on an Aegis-class cruiser managing the computer controls for twelve ships and their rockets, a female may be again dramatically better than a male who gets very, very frustrated sitting in a chair all the time because males are biologically driven to go out and hunt giraffes."43


  I can't help but imagine piglet Newt dropped in a ditch. Would he roll around? And as a male, how often does he feel biologically driven to chase down long-necked ungulates?


  Tellingly, while he was spreading his doctrine of insults and innuendo, Gingrich left himself unusually open to criticism from those he attacked. This was because his personal and professional behavior was so, to borrow one of his favorite words, "shameful." Instead of achieving the squeaky-clean image that most politicians try for, Gingrich got caught time after time acting cruel, crass, unfeeling, greedy and hypocritical. (There I go using more of his recommended vocabulary.) It is common knowledge that:


  
    	He pressured his first wife to sign divorce papers while she was in a hospital bed, having just undergone surgery to remove a tumor.


    	At the time he was publicly castigating President Bill Clinton for being "weak of character and morally unfit for office," Gingrich himself, then married to his second wife, was having an affair with a Capitol Hill employee.


    	Though he chastised "liberals" as drug abusers, he admitted to smoking pot.


    	Having attacked former House Speaker Jim Wright for ethics violations, Speaker Gingrich proceeded to negotiate a seven-figure book deal from a publisher who, at the time, had a major case up for Congressional action.


    	While espousing ethics, he bounced twenty-two checks on the House Bank, and…


    	He used taxpayer subsidies to fund his party's campaigns.

  


  Hypocrisy? To put it mildly.


  Gingrich has a habit of talking himself into corners. It happened most notably during the late fall and early winter of 1995-96, as a standoff between the Gingrich-led House and President Clinton led to a government shutdown. As the crisis approached, Gingrich wielded the possibility of a shutdown as a threat, essentially telling the public that if Clinton failed to put his signature on a Republican budget, federal offices would be forced to close. And as far as conservatives were concerned, so what? As Ronald Reagan said, "government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem."44


  Clinton called Newt's bluff. So-called "non-essential services" such as the State Department's passport processing office, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the U.S. Forest Service and hundreds of sites operated by the National Park Service were closed and the workers furloughed. The president took criticism for it, but Gingrich's approval rating suffered more. This was because Newt shot off his big mouth in a way that made it look like he closed the government out of petty spite.


  In early November of 1995, an assassin shot and killed Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. Clinton offered to take Gingrich and Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole along to the funeral in Jerusalem aboard Air Force One. They accepted. After returning, Gingrich complained publicly that he and Dole were given seats in the back of the plane. His critics laughed at what they called his "tantrum" and the press picked up on the theme. The New York Daily News ran the front-page headline "Cry Baby" next to a cartoon of a wailing Newt in a diaper and a large-type claim that the shutdown was Newt's petulant response to the perceived snub.


  Over the next few years, Gingrich was busy defending himself against the aforementioned ethics charges. His colleagues sanctioned him for tax violations and he fought off an attempt by fellow Republican congressmen to remove him as speaker. After his party performed poorly in the 1998 midterm elections, Gingrich got the blame. He resigned not only the speakership but his House seat as well, explaining, according to the New York Times, "I'm willing to lead but I'm not willing to preside over people who are cannibals."45


  Well, who would be?


  When it appeared his political career was over, Gingrich began accepting numerous, lucrative speaking engagements from conservative organizations and became a very well-paid talking head on Fox News Channel. Although he pretended to be an "advisor" or "consultant," he made millions lobbying, notably taking money for forging ties between Republican lawmakers and the mortgage lending giant Freddy Mac (all the while publicly railing against the government-sponsored institution). He also wrote some books redefining his political philosophy. They include To Save America, with the subtitle Stopping Obama's Secular-Socialist Machine, in 2010.With third wife Callista he co-produced and narrated a series of documentaries about history and public policy. He has also put his name on several "historical novels," co-written by William R. Forstchen and usually Albert S. Hanser. These committee-forged works of fiction are set during real historical events, such as the Civil War and World War II, and feature real historical characters such as Robert E. Lee and Winston Churchill, but the dialogue is made-up to support the authors' views.


  Yet despite all that industry, Gingrich found time in September 2010 to issue what he described as "a warning" to Democratic Party leaders Nancy Pelosi, Harry Reid and President Barack Obama: "If you lose the election, you have lost the moral authority to pass anything in the Congress after you have been defeated."


  There's that phrase, "moral authority," again.


  So, according to the Republican former Speaker of the House, who received an unprecedented reprimand from his colleagues and was required to pay $300,000 in fines for his use of tax-deductible money for political purposes—which special counsel James M. Cole concluded had violated federal tax law, and that Gingrich had lied to a House ethics panel in an effort to force them to dismiss the complaint against him—the elected Democratic members of Congress "have no moral authority" to legislate during the next session of Congress.


  In 1998, Gingrich said then-President Bill Clinton "did not have the moral authority" to lead the country.


  He later also told the National Review that President Obama has pretended to be "normal" but "seems to be engaged in 'Kenyan anti-colonial behavior.'" Even if anyone knew what that meant, it (1) would be a lie and (2) would not matter to Gingrich, whose picture should be in the Yiddish dictionary next to the word chutzpah.


  While some pundits who had always been critical of Gingrich declared he was only trying to pump up his lecture fees, he announced that he was a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination in May of 2011. In his first important position statement, he denounced his party's proposed plans for a huge Medicare overhaul by referring to it as "right wing social engineering," greatly upsetting his former conservative allies. He next made headlines when reports surfaced that he had carried a six-figure debt (some reports putting the figure at around a half-million dollars) at Tiffany & Co. jewelry store. He refused to explain what accounted for such a large debt, prompting shots at his sense of financial responsibility, which only extended the story's life.


  A month after announcing his candidacy, his entire senior campaign staff resigned while he was vacationing for two weeks with Calista. The one-time political powerhouse told a reporter for the Associated Press, who had asked him whether he was serious about running for president, "I've never been more serious."


  So the former Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, who had become a candidate for the presidency of the United States, came off looking like a buffoon. He essentially said that he didn't care; he would run for president without a staff. He didn't need one. He would conduct "the kind of campaign I want to run."


  Let's revisit that definition of narcissist—someone who experiences excessive self-admiration and self-centeredness, suffers from a personality disorder characterized by an overestimation of his own appearance and abilities, an excessive need for admiration.


  Gingrich is one of several figures who reflect a fascinating aspect of our culture—people who once held positions of prominence, said or did something stupid, fell from favor, but keep coming back, hoping somebody in the media will still want to interview them and ask their opinions, most of which seem to based on what might be called an "alternative" version of history. And enough Americans have taken him seriously that he's made a fortune from speaking fees, book and video sales, and lobbying gigs. So many potential Republican primary voters fell for his act in the fall of 2011 that polls in late November and December showed him leading the clownish pack of candidates seeking the GOP nomination.


  Political pundits were naturally giddy at Gingrich's return to the spotlight. After all, he is an outspoken and colorful guy, whom news analysts like to refer to as "brainy," and a font of "big ideas." Consider that Newt's dissertation to earn his Ph.D. in Modern European History from Tulane University was on the subject of "Belgian Education Policy in the Congo: 1945-1960."46


  So wouldn't you think he'd be smart enough not to say some of the things he has said? Consider this, about the first ex-Mrs. Gingrich: "She isn't young enough or pretty enough to be the president's wife."47 A very classy guy, to be sure.


  More recently, besides calling President Barack Obama "a socialist" and "a racist," he aimed lower, saying of political consultants, "Consultants, in my opinion, are stupid."


  Well, at least he didn't say they weren't pretty enough to be consultants.


  Consultants—strategists, pollsters, speechwriters, media specialists, and policy experts, among others—are common in political campaigns, and in most businesses with annual operating budgets exceeding a couple of hundred dollars. Gingrich himself has worked in some of those capacities. On the website Politics Daily, columnist Matt Lewis pointed out that this is not the first time Gingrich has offered an opinion on these pivotal players in an election campaign. In 2007, he explained, "I think Republican consultants are mostly very stupid. I think they have no education. I think they have no sense of history....If I throw away African Americans, and then I throw away Latinos, and then I throw away suburban women, and then I throw away people under forty, and then I throw away everything north of Philadelphia—there's a morning where Republicans can't get to a majority."48


  That's equal parts insulting, acerbic, unfortunately worded, and genuinely perceptive. If only Gingrich could avoid couching every statement as if it's proof of how much smarter he is than everybody else. (I'll let you in on a secret: He's not.)


  Obviously, people have a right to their opinions. But when you wonder why America is losing the war of words, consider that it might be a lack of self-censorship by some people in highly visible positions. They are often cut a lot of slack because it is assumed they are just doing it to get attention or because being outrageous is good for ratings. Then consider that from 1995 to 1999, after President Bill Clinton and Vice President Al Gore, Newt Gingrich was next in the line of succession, two heartbeats away from becoming president of the United States…and that many Republicans think he's the party's best choice to challenge President Obama.


  Here are several more of Gingrich's most… interesting opinions:


  
    	"With continuous, real-time, global television coverage, and the U.S. the sole superpower, a president who knows how to use the media is, in fact, president of the world."


    	"It is perfectly American to be wrong."


    	"We're all human and we all goof. Do things that may be wrong, but do something."


    	"He [President Obama] is a disaster. His principles are fundamentally wrong. The people he appoints are more radical than he is and less competent."


    	"I'm not a natural leader. I'm too intellectual; I'm too abstract; I think too much."


    	"[I am] the most serious, systematic revolutionary of modern times."


    	"In Washington DC eight-hundred babies are left in dumpsters a year." *


    	"Put your baby in a dumpster, that's okay."


    	"A mere forty years ago, beach volleyball was just beginning. No bureaucrat would have invented it, and that's what freedom is all about."


    	"Most people don't realize it's illegal to pray in school, most people somehow think that's not true." *


    	"The Federal government made a Danish heart pump illegal that was used in ambulances that kept fifty-four percent of people alive who would otherwise now be dead." *


    	"I have enormous personal ambition. I want to shift the entire planet. And I'm doing it. I am now a famous person. I represent real power."


    	"There were times I was praying and I felt I was doing things that were wrong but I was still doing them. There are times that I have fallen short of my own standards. There's certainly times when I've fallen short of God's standards. I knew I couldn't cast the first stone as I knew I had weaknesses. I drew a line in my mind and said even though I run the risk of being deeply embarrassed and even on a purely personal level I am not rendering judgment on another human being."


    	"It's going to be a bummer if Mars turns out to be like us."

  


  
    (*indicates instances where Gingrich offered information as fact and fact-checking proved Gingrich's statement to be completely false.)49

  


  So, there it is. This high-profile, possible-though-doubtful future president wants to see America change. He wants it to be 1994 again and he's ready to lead the country in whatever direction gets it there.


  And the world is watching.


  Incivility, as we know it, gained enormous currency through Newt Gingrich's efforts and it didn't stop there. As gloves came off and more people—regionally, generationally, representing a full gamut of lifestyles and prejudices—felt more comfortable speaking out publicly, finding encouragement and strength in numbers, even if the numbers were a relative few, language veered from its original purpose of communicating to mobilizing negative special interests.


  Where once ethics was a matter of right and wrong or doing good vs. doing bad, the questions now appear to be more matters of "situational ethics." What's wrong might be, if not right, then at least less wrong under certain circumstances. So the idea of sliming and discrediting an adversary—which once would have been wrong—is now simply a strategy of defining one's opponent in the least flattering terms.


  Some would point out, quite correctly, that businesses have pretty much always tried to position themselves as blossoms and their competitors as turds. And politicians have long made references to "my worthy opponent" before characterizing that opponent as six kinds of low-life scumbag and scoundrel.


  As far back as one can trace the history of humanity, examples of cruelty, ruthlessness, stupidity and rudeness litter the landscape. Even Aristophanes reportedly told an adversary, "You have all the characteristics of a popular politician: a voice, bad breeding and a vulgar manner."50 True, he wasn't American, but he was an early observer of politicians and would possibly be amused to see how far things have not progressed.


  Somewhat later, a much-viewed moment from the days of live television occurred when the legendary and normally controlled conservative columnist, author and editor William F. Buckley, Jr., appearing in a broadcast booth above the 1968 Democratic Convention, bellowed at writer Gore Vidal, "Now listen, you queer—Stop calling me a crypto-Nazi or I'll sock you in your goddamn face and you'll stay plastered."51 Several million TV viewers were shocked, though I'm betting few, if any members of the vast audience, knew what a crypto-Nazi was… or is.


  Once people quoted the great lines from the great books by Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Oscar Wilde and others. Some still do, but how many of us recognize the references anymore? As fewer people are reading—much less quoting—the great books, the source of quotable phrases has been movies and television.


  In his bestselling novel Love Story, the late Erich Segal, a professor of Greek and Latin literature at various times at Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, wrote a line that, especially through the 1970 movie adaptation, became a camp classic: "Love means never having to say you're sorry."


  "Solutions are not the answer."

  

     —Richard Nixon


  With time, it came to be regarded as one of the truly dumb, but memorable, lines from literature, later turning up in numerous parodies. There are, in fact, so many things that never needed to be said, many of them quite idiotic. But they were said and no one seems to feel the need to apologize. What's love got to do with it? Very little. But politics has a lot to do with changing the rules about what can and should be said.


  The Vietnam War polarized Americans. To openly criticize the country's national leadership became more acceptable than ever, even fashionable, in the mid-1960s. President Lyndon Johnson, the "father figure" of the nation only a few years before, was ridiculed, demonized, and accused of lying to the American people on matters of life and death, mismanaging national policy, and compromising the integrity and prestige of the country. Some people believed the president invited such attacks with his own attitude toward those he disagreed with. One example of his attempt to keep discourse from reaching a dignified level might be his comment on the Organization of American States: "It couldn't pour piss out of a boot if the instructions were written on the heel."52


  Johnson's successor, President Richard Nixon, took incivility to the point of illegality, resulting in his having to resign the presidency in disgrace as several members of his inner circle began serving prison terms.


  By the beginning of the 21st century, humans had theoretically evolved. Yet, as the old century drew to a close, a new standard was emerging and self-censorship was practiced sparingly. Since the 1990s, people have been asking, what happened to civility—both in everyday life and particularly in politics. The simple niceties of please and thank you seem like distant memories and the matter of who "sucks" or who "blows" make once-obscene remarks simply throwaway comments by comparison.


  The protestors against the Johnson and Nixon administrations, as with those before and for several years after, chanted and demonstrated, carrying signs that insulted and derided the leaders. But there was a difference. Much of the public—and even many of the protestors themselves—felt bad about what was happening, seeming to wish the situation had not escalated to such a state. There was an underlying sadness about it. In the modern age of polarization and strident opposition, however, no such sadness exists. It is a joined battle with no time or place for softies.


  Some people believe the trend toward incivility in America began with conservative radio "personality" Rush Limbaugh. Clearly, he had/has an influence on a defined segment of the population and his three-hour, five-day-a-week program does attract a consistently large audience—though, as some people are quick to point out, size is not in itself proof of influence. Loud, rude and blustery, his on-air style has evolved over the years from offering predictable right-wing partisan criticism of Democrats and liberals to often surprisingly strong racist and sexist attacks and gay bashing. He often seems to be daring the Federal Communications Commission to sanction him (as they would—and do—other broadcasters) and thereby focus even more mainstream media attention on him. Streaming video of his show allows his audience to watch him in designer polo shirt and long cigar in hand, angrily denouncing and ridiculing virtually all non-conservatives as the enemy.


  "I understand my critics are fixated and pathologically disoriented, but they are my opponents. Why should I try to correct them?"

  

     — Newt Gingrich, Time, October 10,1994


  Rush certainly figures into it, but I maintain that the end of civility as once we knew it in public life and discourse can be traced most closely to the rise of Gingrich. Is it fair for me to blame one person for turning an entire society or culture from observing what had become the acceptable standards of social behavior toward incivility and rudeness? Again, the short answer is yes.


  In May of 2010, the Philadelphia Inquirer's digital edition had a section headed "American Debate" with the topic: A reader forum on incivility. Dick Polman, the Inquirer's highly respected politic writer, presented readers' comments, among them, this substantial remembrance of better times from somebody who sounds like he was there:


  
    Thirty years ago, then-House Speaker Tip O'Neill and House Minority Leader Bob Michel were close personal friends who socialized regularly over dinners and cocktails. They disagreed on policies but always worked together to craft legislation. O'Neill was even relieved that Michel survived a tough challenge in 1982 when unemployment was rampant in Michel's district. Democrat O'Neill also invited Ronald Reagan to "pour a cold one" on St. Patrick's Day, an invitation that Reagan readily accepted. Reagan, by the way, told [top O'Neill aide] Chris Matthews, "We're all friends after six o'clock."


    Alas, those days are long gone. The man who deserves much of the blame is Newt Gingrich. Prior to becoming House Speaker, he'd always equated politics with war. Gingrich didn't believe in associating with Democrats whom he considered the enemy. This wasn't simply about power changing hands; when the GOP took over the Senate in 1981, new Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker still regarded a lot of Democrats as friends. Gingrich could go weeks without even speaking to his counterpart, House Minority Leader Dick Gephardt, and he certainly didn't extend invitations to socialize…


    Civility has disappeared from the public just as it has in politics. One wonders if rudeness in public has fed rudeness in politics or vice versa. Republicans claim to worship the mantle of Reagan. Why they don't emulate his personal civility is a mystery. It was a major reason for his success.

  


  There always have been warring nations, fighting factions and feuding families and, for as far back as can be traced, people who consciously used hate to manipulate and incite. But not like this. A sad turn in modern times and in modern language usage is hate-speak.


  Norwich University Professor M. E. Kabay noted, "Hatemongers have taken full advantage of the largely unregulated nature of the net to spread their pernicious messages. One can find websites devoted to hatred of every imaginable identifiable group. Race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual orientation, immigration status, political ideology—anything can spark hatred in susceptible personalities."


  Hatemongers are people who arouse hate in others; hate-speak is pretty much a self-explanatory term.


  Erich Gliebe operates a hate-music label called Resistance Records and presents young performers such as the singing duo Prussian Blue, hoping to expand the base of the White Nationalist cause. He notes, "Eleven and twelve years old—I think that's the perfect age to start grooming kids and instill in them a strong racial identity." He also hopes that as younger racist listeners mature, so too will their tastes for harder, angrier music, such as that of Shawn Sugg of Max Resist, who performs songs that include a fantasy piece about a possible future racial war, with the lyrics:


  "Let the cities burn, let the streets run red, if you ain't white you'll be dead."


  Touching.


  The phrase "'freelance' Islamofascist" popped up in a column by rightwing blogger Michelle Malkin. Using it to describe a serial killer, she credited the phrase to another blogger, the equally rightwing John Hinderaker. (No, I don't know why Malkin put quotation marks around "freelance".) Whoever thought it up, "'freelance' Islamofascist" is a term that can quickly be grasped by practically no one.


  Articles about hatemongers appear in newspapers from the New York Daily News to the Honolulu Star-Bulletin. The Web also has online publications and blogs, such as The Hatemonger's Quarterly, and sites such as "hatemonger.com" with a myriad of links to guide angry dissenters to communicate with like-minded souls.


  There is a hate for every interest, taste and prejudice, from anti-Semitic to anti-Islamic to anti-Christian and anti-black to anti-white and virtually all things in between—and many of them wrap their mantras of hate in verbiage that might or might not quite qualify as eloquence.


  The New Black Panther Party takes a position that: "We knew, as a revolutionary vanguard, repression would be the reaction of our oppressors, but we recognized that the task of the revolutionist is difficult and his life is short… We expected the repression to come from outside forces which have long held our communities in subjection. However, the ideology of dialectical materialism helped us to understand that the contradictions surrounding the Party would create a force that would move us toward our goals. We also expected contradictions within the Party, for the oppressors use infiltrators and provocateurs to help them reach their evil ends."


  White Revolution believes that: "All men and women of perception and honesty know how great and imminent the danger of extinction for our kind is at this time. The German leader warned us 70 years ago that the 'knights of the inkpot' were of no use to a revolutionary movement. I call them 'intellectual escapists.'…Membership in "White Revolution" is open to heterosexual White men and women of wholly European ancestry over the age of eighteen who are dedicated to working towards securing the existence of our people and a future for White children by facilitating interorganizational cooperation on demonstrations, rallies, protests, concerts, and any other events which no single pro-White organization can do as well on its own."


  Whoa. The "German leader"?


  Hate comes in all colors and tells its stories in all languages. Whether the verbiage is of dialectical materialism or of facilitating interorganizational cooperation, the message is the same. It is often said that the opposite of love is not hate, it's indifference, yet those who promote messages of hate—even if by another name—are not content to receive public indifference.


  Conservative columnist-author-television commentator-and sometime presidential candidate Patrick Buchanan, like Newt Gingrich, has a good resume. He served in the Nixon White House as an advisor and speechwriter, became a syndicated columnist and gained a national reputation with his regular appearance on the television programs "The McLaughlin Group" and "Crossfire." With such a high media profile, Buchanan would seem an unlikely candidate for promoting the cause of hate speech. Yet, in a speech to the Heritage Foundation, after asking his audience "Who are beneficiaries of the court's protection?" he answered his question himself: "Members of various minorities including criminals, atheists, homosexuals, flag burners, illegal immigrants (including terrorists), convicts, and pornographers."53


  Buchanan's message of tolerance in a speech to the Christian Coalition included the observation: "Our culture is superior. Our culture is superior because our religion is Christianity and that is the truth that makes men free."54


  "Intolerance is a beautiful thing...There are people that are politically correct that want to say the cardinal sin of the hour is intolerance and I think that is a bunch of junk."

  

     —Randall Terry of Operation Rescue


  The "Reverend" Pat Robertson heads not only a ministry, but a Christian university and a broadcast empire. It is curious then, why someone so focused on spirituality would tell his faithful followers:


  "Non-Christians are like termites...and the time has arrived for a godly fumigation...You say you're supposed to be nice to the Episcopalians and the Presbyterians and the Methodists and this, that, and the other thing. Nonsense. I don't have to be nice to the spirit of the Antichrist."


  Rev. Mr. Robertson also noted that: "After the Christian majority takes control, pluralism will be seen as immoral and evil and the state will not permit anybody to practice it."


  People who believe in the righteousness of their cause are difficult to reason with. But when their cause wraps itself in religion, insisting that it is a Divine Power that is driving their intolerance, their acts and explanations of their acts, qualify as supreme cultural idiocy.


  In the United States, some universities prohibit hate speech in an effort to ensure an atmosphere free of harassment and intimidation, making it more conducive to a positive learning environment. Good luck with that. I hope the prohibition is also motivated by the fact that hate speech is wrong. Yet, many people oppose such restrictions of free speech, charging it is simply another example of political correctness.


  The words "political correctness" should be replaced by a phrase more synonymous with kindness, courtesy or respect, rather than one that, in itself, derides the very qualities it is supposed to protect. Political correctness is a term that is ridiculed as another creation of "limousine liberals." The fact that critics of the term are also against what it represents—the effort to end the hurling of racial, ethnic, sexist slurs—is sad. And the people who do it are idiots.


  In every community or society there are bound to be people who don't like other people. Someone who hates people is called a misanthrope. Someone who chooses to verbalize his or her feelings of hate for others is called a jerk.


  "What is objectionable, what is dangerous, about extremists is not that they are extreme, but that they are intolerant. The evil is not what they say about their cause, but what they say about their opponents."

  

     —Sen. Robert F. Kennedy


  Hatred is not something that's originally or exclusively American, but Americans have set the bar pretty high with regard to values, conduct, and what some people like to call American exceptionalism. In a nation that has long claimed its people respect the opinions of others—as in "I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it"—Americans have become increasingly intolerant of disagreement. "Defend to the death your right to say it" has given way to "My way or the highway" and "You're either with us or against us."


  No one can control what another person thinks—which is something everyone probably agrees on (with the possible exception of certain religious denominations)—but a society should have rules to protect people from having to endure verbal abuse or attacks based on someone else's ignorance or prejudices. There's a legal definition, but the short version is hate speak is an ugly and incendiary term for speaking out in a hateful, bigoted way in public or in private.


  The FBI's website notes that "crimes of hatred and prejudice—from lynchings to cross burnings to vandalism of synagogues—are a sad fact of American history, but the term 'hate crime' did not enter the nation's vocabulary until the 1980s, when emerging hate groups like the Skinheads launched a wave of bias-related crime."


  As the twenty-first century began, a list was made public of 602 active hate groups in the United States, based on information gathered by the Intelligence Project, from hate groups' publications, citizens' reports, law enforcement agencies, field sources and news reports. That number again is 602 hate groups, from the Alabama White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan to the National Organization for European American Rights.


  That last one has a really dignified ring to it. The group loved that name—partly because it gave them the acronym NO FEAR—but alas, a clothing brand had already licensed the name No Fear, so they had to settle for calling themselves European-American Unity and Rights Organization (EURO).


  EURO is led by former Louisiana state representative and presidential primary candidate David Duke, a longtime spreader of hate-speak. Duke might best be remembered for saying, "These Jews who run things, who are producing this mental illness—teenage suicide...all these Jewish sicknesses. That's nothing new. The Talmud's full of things like sex with boys and girls." And Duke has more, many more. Here's a sampler:


  
    	"The truth is there are two hundred white women raped in America by a black man for every one black woman raped by whites."


    	"Our clear goal must be the advancement of the white race and separation of the white and black races. This goal must include freeing of the American media and government from subservient Jewish interests."


    	"The Jews are trying to destroy all other cultures, as a survival mechanism. The only Nazi country in the world is Israel."


    	"Jewish people have put the interests of race over the interests of the American people...Jews are filled with more hatred and rage for our race, for our heritage, for our blood than perhaps you can imagine."


    	"The civil rights of European Americans are being violated by affirmative action, forced integration and anti-European immigration policies.... We face cultural discrimination in the media and education.... An example is the media hate crime hysteria that highlights and publicizes any white crime against minorities."55

  


  Wikipedia defines hate speech as "outside the law, any communication that disparages a person or a group on the basis of some characteristic such as race, color, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, religion, or other characteristic.


  "Inside the law, hate speech is any speech, gesture or conduct, writing, or display which is forbidden because it may incite violence or prejudicial action against or by a protected individual or group, or because it disparages or intimidates a protected individual or group. The law may identify a protected individual or a protected group by race, gender, ethnicity, nationality, religion, sexual orientation, gender identity or other characteristic."


  The definitions are a bit wordy, but it's a good bet that you'll recognize it when you see it.


  I think what some people object to is the term "protected individual or group." When a conversation turns to matters of discrimination toward a specific race, gender, religion, ethnicity, group, or people with a different sexual orientation, these folks want to know what those in the protected groups listed did that justifies their having special protections under law. What makes them special? Why do they rate special treatment? Isn't it enough to be women or Jewish or black or gay…? They need to have the same rights as… y'know, regular people?


  Every crime is, at least in theory, committed for a reason, a motive. What makes a crime committed because the criminal hates the victim any different from the same crime being committed for revenge, greed, hurt, despair or need? A theft is still a theft and a murder is still murder, regardless of the perpetrator's motive. But it does go deeper.


  In the United States, hate speech is largely of the racist and anti-Semitic variety and it has always been considered protected speech by the First Amendment of the Constitution.


  Compare the Intelligence Project list of hate groups to the website of the Southern Poverty Law Center, a nonprofit civil rights organization in Montgomery, Alabama, and one discovers that these organizations seem to be increasing in number at a rapid rate—by four-hundred in just a decade. SPLC lists more than a thousand active hate groups in the United States, an all-time high. According to the center's website: "The antigovernment 'Patriot' movement expanded dramatically for the second straight year as the radical right showed continued explosive growth in 2010.


  "Several factors fueled the growth: resentment over the changing racial demographics of the country, frustration over the lagging economy, and the mainstreaming of conspiracy theories and other demonizing propaganda aimed at minorities and the government."


  What members of American hate groups, all one thousand and more of them, have in common is that they are all idiots. Eagle River, Alaska, for God's sake, has a hate group called Women for Aryan Unity.


  ''If you're oriented toward animals, bestiality, then, you know, that's not something that can be used, held against you or any bias be held against you for that. Which means you'd have to strike any laws against bestiality, if you're oriented toward corpses, toward children, you know, there are all kinds of perversions...pedophiles or necrophiliacs or what most would say is perverse sexual orientations."

  

     —Rep. Louis Gohmert (R-Texas), arguing in Congress against a hate crimes bill


  Really, girls…? Really? Sure it's got to be beyond boring in Eagle River, Alaska, but isn't there a nice all-girls' hockey team or a clog dancing club or a swingers' group up there? The best you can do is a hate group?


  The SPLC report on the proliferation of hate groups is from the Spring 2011 issue of the SPLC's quarterly investigative journal Intelligence Report. The group's website also includes a "Hate Map," a comprehensive, state-by-state listing of hate groups, mostly white supremacist organizations, and their locations. It's an impressive and depressing map. Tragically, the land of the free and the home of the brave has more than one thousand ugly dots on it.


  Hate groups do a good job of attracting disaffected idiots, but except for overt acts of terrorism, most tragically when Timothy McVeigh and his co-conspirators killed sixty-eight people and injured more than eight hundred in Oklahoma City in 1995, these organizations usually operate under the radar. There may be news reports of isolated violence or the rare demonstration, but many Americans are barely acquainted with this organized brand of hatred. So it's probably fair to say that the high-profile, "mainstream" spreaders of hate, the ones with their own national talk shows such as Limbaugh, Savage, and Sean Hannity, the ones who achieve bestseller status, do far more damage to our collective culture. Among the more attention-grabbing is a lean package of arrogance, haughtiness, closed-mindedness and incivility wrapped in an extremely short black dress and often seen on the lecture circuit and Fox News Channel, among other media venues.


  Ann Coulter is a conservative Republican lawyer-author-commentator with at least five bestselling books to her credit. Their titles include Demonic: How the Liberal Mob Is Endangering America; Godless: The Church of Liberalism; If Democrats Had Any Brains, They'd Be Republicans; and How to Talk to a Liberal (If You Must). In addition to her lanky frame and black miniskirts, her trademarks are her long, straight blond hair, sarcastic "wit" and a seemingly endless string of insults aimed at President Obama, the Clinton family, the Kennedy family, Al Gore, other Democrats and anyone who has ever spoken kindly of a Democrat, blacks, gays, women's right groups, civil right groups, and environmentalists.


  Coulter displays a very high opinion of herself. But there's a kind of sadness about her—like the rich, sophisticated, pretty girl in school who has a quick mind, a sharp tongue, a loud laugh and a group of attentive men around her lighting her cigarettes. And she always goes home alone.


  Here are some of her opinions that reflect her version of a sense of humor, her insight, and particular brand of cultural idiocy:


  
    	"I think the government should be spying on all Arabs, engaging in torture as a televised spectator sport, dropping daisy cutters wantonly throughout the Middle East and sending liberals to Guantanamo."


    	"I think our motto should be, post-9-11, 'raghead talks tough, raghead faces consequences.'"


    	"When we were fighting communism, OK, they had mass murderers and gulags, but they were white men and they were sane. Now we're up against absolutely insane savages."


    	"When asked about her saying former President Bill Clinton 'show[s] some level of latent homosexuality' Ms. Coulter replied, "I don't know if he's gay. But Al Gore — total fag.'"


    	"If Gore had been elected president, right now he would just be finding that last lesbian quadriplegic for the Special Forces team."


    	"I'm here, I'm not queer, and I'm not going away."


    	"We just want Jews to be perfected, as they say....That's what Christianity is. We believe the Old Testament, but ours is more like Federal Express. You have to obey laws. ...That is what Christians consider themselves: perfected Jews."


    	"B. Hussein Obama said he was for slavery reparations in many forms, but the only one that got applause was for more 'investment' in schools…[A] question on reparations has got to be confusing when you're half-white and half-black. What do you do? Demand an apology for slavery and money from yourself?"


    	"In 1960, whites were 90 percent of the country. The Census Bureau recently estimated that whites already account for less than two-thirds of the population and will be a minority by 2050. Other estimates put that day much sooner. One may assume the new majority will not be such compassionate overlords as the white majority has been. If this sort of drastic change were legally imposed on any group other than white Americans, it would be called genocide. Yet whites are called racists merely for mentioning the fact that current immigration law is intentionally designed to reduce their percentage in the population."56

  


  Some people consider Coulter's comments and opinions to be mean-spirited and offensive to the notion that America is a place where diversity of beliefs is a constitutionally guaranteed freedom and the right to express those beliefs in public is the right of everyone, including Ann Coulter.


  It would be easy to dismiss her as a slick, publicity-seeking opportunist who will say anything to get noticed and sell books. She understands that by spewing offensive, insulting, hateful comments she can create controversy and count on being quoted in print and expect TV and radio program representatives to call her and, at the very least, ask, "Did you REALLY say that?"


  Even programs that don't invite her on the air will repeat her comments and ask listeners or viewers to offer their thoughts on what she said. So either way, she gets publicity, gets her name out before the public and keeps stirring the pot of hate. This is a case where the media will be criticized for giving her a forum or attacked for ignoring her, "blacklisting" her, and denying her the right to free speech.


  That she is free to express her beliefs in books, newspaper columns, online, and on radio and television to millions of people is, in my opinion, unfortunate—and I'm a First Amendment proponent who has lost several former friends for defending the right of one asshole or another to speak freely and idiotically. Coulter deals in hate speech, but it's still her prerogative as an American. Any legislation aimed at reigning in Coulter, Savage, Limbaugh, and their ilk would run afoul of Constitutional guarantees. So unless she is suddenly overcome by enough common sense to realize the harm she does with her hurtful rhetoric (and that's not going to happen), she'll continue on her merry, destructive way.


  One has to wonder how much of what Coulter says is founded in core convictions and how much is just theatrical, publicity-seeking stuff. Her comments in November 2011 come to mind. When Herman Cain became a front-runner in some Republican presidential polls, she defended his absurdities and tried to keep him afloat when other candidates should have been toast.


  "Our blacks are so much better than their blacks," she said. By "our" she meant Republican blacks as opposed to "their" (Democratic) blacks. But did she really have to use the possessive pronoun?


  Few people around the country had even heard the name Herman Cain before the former CEO of Godfather's Pizza entered the Republican presidential primary race. Because he is black, he was embraced when other people might have been ignored.


  Whoa! How can I, a liberal, write what would be by any measure be a decidedly offensive and racist statement? Thank you for asking.


  Herman Cain has a pretty good resume to be considered for some pretty good high-level jobs, but one of the most striking things about him is that he is a black Republican. Of course there are black people in the GOP; Condoleeza Rice, Alan Keyes, and former Congressman J.C. Watts come to mind. But there simply are not many black faces in Republican group photos. The black members of the Republican Party could probably hold their national convention in a single Godfather's Pizza restaurant. So suddenly there appears a new one among the most prominent of party leaders, a face belonging to a businessman who is almost as likeable as he is unprepared to become president of the United States. And coincidentally, this new face appears as the party seeks a candidate to run against Barack Obama, the first black man ever elected—and elected decisively, too—to the nation's highest office. Okay, I mean not coincidentally. Just because of what he looks like, many folks embraced Cain as the anti-Obama.


  With his charge that, "Stupid people are ruining America!" the pizza man shot to the top of the polls for a while among likely GOP primary voters. And he might have stayed there if it hadn't been for a little scandal in which no fewer than four women from his past emerged to accuse him of improper sexual conduct. A few well-publicized gaffes during speeches and interviews knocked him down a few pegs, too, and then yet another woman spoke to the press about her history with the pizza executive, in her case a thirteen-year extramarital affair. Perhaps the most disappointing thing to happen to the Cain campaign before he suspended it in early December was that some of his supporters began deserting him for Newt Gingrich. Well, at least Cain enjoyed a temporary platform for sharing such presidential-caliber intellectual positions as:


  
    	"Don't blame Wall Street, don't blame the big banks. If you don't have a job and you are not rich, blame yourself!"


    	"I think that taxes would be fair if we first get rid of the tax code. This is the ultimate solution, not to just say we're going to trim around the edges, not to say that we will try to simplify a little of this and a little of that. The problem is, replace the tax code, so we can establish tax fairness for everybody."


    	"I'm listening to all this bullshit that [President Obama]'s talking about, 'fairness' and 'balanced approach' to get this economy going."


    	"Ever heard of the Great Wall of China? It looks pretty sturdy. And that sucker is real high. I think we can build one [on the U.S. border with Mexico] if we want to!...Now, my fence…will be a twenty foot wall, barbed wire, electrified on the top, and on this side of the fence, I'll have that moat that President Obama talked about. And I would put those alligators in that moat!"57

  


  To be fair, Cain's alligator comment referenced a sarcastic remark in which the president mocked extreme proposals to stop illegal immigration. Obama was joking. And soon after he raised the issue of the fence and moat, Cain told his critics that he was, too.


  But Herman Cain is not likely to be a Republican president soon, which is good because he is not only not presidential material, he is unqualified. And his pizza is bad. And he is an idiot.


  We have to give credit to Republicans, even the caustic Coulter, for how they stand by each other, even when a fellow conservative is down. Democrats and liberals have been less forgiving of the bad apples who find their way into the public spotlight on their watch. It was a fellow Democrat that introduced the bill to expel James Traficant, Jr. of Illinois from the House in 2002 after he was convicted of taking bribes, filing false tax returns, and racketeering. Only one Democratic colleague voted against kicking Traficant out. All the others joined their Republican colleagues in showing him the door. No politician dared stick up for Anthony Weiner, the New York congressman forced to resign after he was caught sending pictures of his private parts over Twitter. And party members did not trip over themselves running to the aid of Rod Blagojevich, also of Illinois, after he was arrested for trying to sell Barack Obama's former U.S. Senate seat to the highest bidder. Despite the fact that Louisiana's William Jefferson won reelection even after authorities found more than $70,000 in bribe money hidden in his freezer, his party peers kept quiet as he was sentenced to thirteen years in prison for multiple counts of felony corruption.


  Democrats tend to send a message that says, "Thanks a lot, asshole. You're on your own."


  Republicans, on the other hand, exhibit much more solidarity. They embraced Richard Nixon as an elder statesman, glossing over the fact that he resigned from the presidency in disgrace. Oliver North, indicted on sixteen felony counts in the 1980s Iran-Contra Affair and convicted of three (although he got off on a technicality) remains a right-wing hero and hosts a show on Fox News. Look how Gingrich, so often dirtied by his own nasty approach to work and life, is still considered a viable party leader. You can count Coulter among the party's fiercest defenders of discredited conservative comrades. As President G.W. Bush's approval rating plunged during his second term in office, she expounded:


  "George Bush is Gary Cooper in the classic western High Noon. The sheriff is about to leave office when a marauding gang is coming to town. He could leave, but he waits to face the killers as all his friends and all the townspeople, who supported him during his years of keeping them safe, slowly abandon him. In the end, he walks alone to meet the killers, because someone has to."58


  In a similarly hallucinatory state Coulter more recently defended Cain against the women who accused him of making improper sexual advances toward them. She said the charges were products of the "liberal mainstream media" and borrowed a famous phrase from Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas (back when he was accused of sexual harassment) to call the accusations a "high-tech lynching."


  "Nothing in the world is more dangerous than sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity."

  

  —Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.



  Continuing the "our blacks are so much better" comment, Coulter told Fox News, "To become a black Republican, you don't just roll into it. You're not going with the flow. You have fought against probably your family members, probably your neighbors, you have thought everything out and that's why we have very impressive blacks in our party."


  And so she goes, cultural idiocy personified, delighting in the attention she attracts, crowing at the damage she inflicts, raking in the bucks and readily accessible on Amazon, at your local bookstore, on Fox News (naturally) and more other places than I care to think about.


  While on the subject of nasty blond ladies who contribute to our great, growing compost heap of cultural idiocy, let's turn our attention to Dr. Laura Schlessinger. The former marriage and family counselor gained fame and fortune as the host of a national radio call-in show on which she dispensed advice to listeners who were dumb enough to ask her for it. What began as a relatively harmless program descended into ugliness when she began saying ugly things, for example, "If you're a liberal, anything you say is protected. If you're a conservative, anything you say is hateful…"


  Aw. Pity the poor conservative, getting picked on all the time by the mean liberals. Gay rights activists asked sponsors of her program to pull their ads and pressed hard to get her off the air. Why don't gay people like her? Well, maybe it was something she said about gay parents such as: "This is a travesty that these two lesbians were given two little children, intentionally depriving them of a father. It's despicable. It's unhealthy. The psychological literature backs up what I'm saying. And it doesn't matter, because the gay activist lobby is powerful, and they use the notion of rights and tolerance, and send everybody on their ear, not realizing that the children are paying the price. To whom does it matter that more of these kids will become gay? Doesn't matter to the gay community, because for them it's fine, right? So to whom does it matter?"


  Apparently it doesn't matter to Schlessinger that she's dead wrong. In 2010, Laura Fishman wrote on the Phoenix Family News website that, "Psychological studies in fact show exactly the opposite of what [Schlessinger] expressed. Studies conducted by researchers at George Washington University and at the University of Virginia show that children raised by same-sex couples are just as well off as the children raised by heterosexual couples. According to the Washington Post, the  researchers studied preschoolers who were adopted at birth by 27 lesbian couples, 29 gay male couples and 50 heterosexual couples. The results show that the quality of parenting plays a much bigger role than sexual orientation when it comes to the psychological health of the child."


  Fishman provides links to sources for additional information, the first of which is for the Law Office of Gary L. Schlesinger in Libertyville, Illinois. I'm going to assume that Laura S. and Gary S. are not related (different spellings), but if they are, perhaps the two of them could have a chat before Dr. Laura opens her big, bigoted mouth the next time. It would have taken the radio host about thirty seconds to get some facts contradicting her prejudiced and uninformed slant on the subject. It took me just fifteen seconds, but then, I am a professional. A Google search for information that "gays make good parents, study shows," brought 3,680,000 results. Imagine what you might have discovered had you spent, oh…, maybe five minutes checking.


  On a marginally related matter, about which Schlessinger was equally uninformed and off base, she said: "How many letters have I read on the air from gay men who acknowledge that a huge portion of the male homosexual populace is predatory on young boys. There's nothing new here. I read you those letters from gay men. There are places that—some, not all, don't say I said all—but they themselves said they saw this in so many places around the world where you can go on vacation and do kids. And I would like for most of the gay activists to stand up and tell me that they don't think it's reasonable for a gay young man to act out sexually with an adult male."


  I didn't bother to research that whopper. (So sue me.) When I read, "gay men who acknowledge that a huge portion of the male homosexual populace is predatory on young boys," I wondered what constitutes "a huge portion" in her mind. And where did she "read" this information.


  A May, 2011 Gallup poll reported, "U.S. adults, on average, estimate that 25% of Americans are gay or lesbian. More specifically, over half of Americans (52%) estimate that at least one in five Americans are gay or lesbian, including 35% who estimate that more than one in four are. Thirty percent put the figure at less than 15%." I have no idea how many gay men are or might be "predatory on young boys"—or how many heterosexual men fall under that heading and I'm betting Schlessinger doesn't either. Her radio audience was estimated at eighteen million listeners at its peak, but had slipped to about ten million by 2002—still a lot of people. Even if the actual number is only a fraction of that, one can only hope "a huge portion" of them are not so casual about passing long absurd hate-filled "information."


  Want more? I don't either, but bear with me. Schlessinger also said, "When we have the word 'homosexual,' we are clarifying the dysfunction, the deviancy, the reality. We change it to the word 'gay,' and it makes it more difficult to pinpoint the truth. So one of the things that the homosexual agenda did was to change the name. Just like somebody complained to me yesterday that 'ethnic cleansing'—that it sounded like your washing machine—as opposed to murder. And they were right. 'Ethnic cleansing' sounds nice. 'Murder' is the truth. Well, 'homosexuality' is the truth. 'Gay' isn't."


  Hmm. The reference books I checked "clarify" the word "homosexual" as: "attracted to same sex: sexually attracted to members of the same sex," or "of homosexuality: relating to sexual attraction or activity among members of the same sex." Nothing there about "the dysfunction, the deviancy." Perhaps she should stop getting her definitions of terms "clarified" by other similarly misinformed bigots. Defining "idiot," however, in her case, is not so difficult, as this quote illustrates:


  "Rights. RIGHTS! RIGHTS? For sexual deviant…sexual behavior there are now rights. That's what I'm worried about with the pedophilia and the bestiality and the sadomasochism and the cross-dressing. Is this all going to be 'rights' too, to deviant sexual behavior? It's deviant sexual behavior. Why does deviant sexual behavior get rights? Don't understand that to start out with."


  Pedophilia? Bestiality? Sadomasochism? Cross-dressing? Good God!


  Despite the seemingly endless gay bashing, it should be noted that Schlessinger does not limit her hate-speak to homosexuals. On August 10, 2010, an African-American woman, married to a white man, called Schlessinger's59 show to ask for advice on dealing with racial comments made by acquaintances. Big mistake. During the call, Schlessinger used the word "nigger" eleven times. When the caller asked her if it was "ever okay to say that word?," Schlessinger responded, "It depends how it's said. Black guys talking to each other seem to think it's okay."


  After the call Schlesinger said, "If you're that hypersensitive about color and don't have a sense of humor, don't marry out of your race." A day later, Schlessinger apologized. The woman who had called her questioned the motivation and sincerity of Schlessinger's apology, believing it to be result of her being "caught." She noted also that Dr. Laura made no apology regarding her comments on interracial marriage. Shortly after the incident, for which she was widely criticized, Schlessinger announced she would be leaving free radio. She later announced she would be moving to satellite radio because there she would be free of censors interfering with her freedom of speech.


  What? As noted previously, freedom of speech, alas, does include the right to speak fluent hate-speech in public. But because one can does not mean one should—or must—do or say something hurtful, hateful and ugly. Even the most zealous and passionate advocates of free speech should understand that.


  Laura Schlessinger is supposed to be an educated woman. She earned a doctorate in physiology. So what happened? Her obsessive gay-bashing and racial insensitivity cost her a career in free-radio and the opportunity to reach a larger, more diverse audience. That's not even good business. Her show on satellite radio attracts a smaller audience. If people who listen to her program think as she does, little wonder that cultural idiocy seems to be reaching epidemic proportions.


  Unfortunately, a look at examples of cultural idiocy that poison the public airwaves would be incomplete without acknowledging the damage done by syndicated radio "personality" Michael Alan Weiner, better known by the pseudonym "Michael Savage." In February of 1999, the talk show host told gay activists on his program that he "wished they would get AIDS." He referred to the Million Mom March as the "Million Dyke March" in March of 2000.


  In his writing and his speeches, Savage rails against what he fantasizes is a plot "to push homosexuality to cut down on the white race." In his book The Savage Nation, he wrote that Hillary Clinton and Supreme Court Justices Sandra Day O'Connor and Ruth Bader Ginsburg have "feminized and homosexualized much of America."60


  Savage broadcasts his anti-gay, anti-Semitic, anti-minority rants daily over more than 350 radio stations, promoting the worst kinds of bigotry in America to people who listen and spread his message.


  There is so much that can be said or written about this idiot that one scarcely knows where to begin. Someone listening to his nationally syndicated radio program might go as long as two or three minutes (perhaps while the commercials are aired) between bursts of hate speak. The man's normal speaking voice is an angry rant.


  His daily program, also called "The Savage Nation," has an audience of eight to ten million listeners across the United States, making it the third most listened to radio talk show in America. He has two master's degrees (in medical botany and medical anthropology) from the University of Hawaii and a Ph.D. in nutritional ethnomedicine from the University of California, Berkeley. As Michael Weiner, he has written numerous books on herbal medicine and homeopathy. As Michael Savage, he has written four bestselling political books that drip with hate.


  In 2009, John H. Richardson wrote in Esquire magazine, "If you thought Rush Limbaugh was bad, try Michael Savage, the talk-radio host whose racist, homophobic psychobabble isn't just fueling the car stereos of eight million Americans. It's fueling the priorities of the GOP."


  Setting aside for now the issue of whether or not the Republican Party aligns itself with his hateful on-air perspective, let's look at Michael Savage as he represents himself in public.


  First, there's the radio pseudonym, which has a certain appropriate ring to it. Then there's the fact that the British don't care what name he uses; they've asked both Michael Savage and Michael Weiner to stay the hell out of the U.K. In 2009 his names were added to a list of individuals banned from entering the United Kingdom as he is "considered to be engaging in unacceptable behaviour by seeking to provoke others to serious criminal acts and fostering hatred which might lead to inter-community violence."


  Savage declared that he would sue the British government and the country's Home Secretary personally for defamation, calling her a "lunatic."


  That's nothing. Savage is known for his enraged put-downs of anyone who dares criticize him. He was a guest on the NPR program "Talk of the Nation" when host Neil Conan took a call from a man in Iowa who challenged Savage's rhetoric. Savage interrupted, calling the listener "foaming lunatic...someone in pajamas in a mental asylum...You're nobody and I'm not going to talk to you!" He then hung up on host Conan.


  Rival political commentators remarked on the incident. Sam Sedaei, writing in the Huffington Post, observed that "It's quite ironic that someone like Michael Savage sees no hypocrisy in strongly defending his right to the First Amendment only to show outrage and intolerance a few minutes later toward the views of someone else he doesn't agree with."


  Savage was fired from his short-lived MSNBC television show after a viewer called the show and said something unintelligible, but apparently insulting, about his teeth. Savage asked if the caller was a "sodomite" and when the caller answered, "Yes, I am," Savage responded: "Oh, so you're one of those sodomites. You should only get AIDS and die, you pig; how's that? Why don't you see if you can sue me, you pig? You got nothing better to do than to put me down, you piece of garbage? You got nothing to do today? Go eat a sausage, and choke on it. Get trichinosis. Now do we have another nice caller here who's busy because he didn't have a nice night in the bathhouse who's angry at me today? Put another, put another sodomite on....no more calls?...I don't care about these bums; they mean nothing to me. They're all sausages."


  Exiled from MSNBC, he later apologized on his radio program and on his website, explaining he thought the show had gone to a commercial break and he was off the air at the time of the offensive comments. (A videotape of the program shows Savage cutting away to a commercial after he made the comments.) He also said his remarks were meant only to insult the caller, not all people with AIDS.


  So he still holds his hateful opinions, but believes that by saying he thought he was not on the air at the time and that he was not referring to all people with AIDS, everything's fine. The technical term for such a person is an idiot. Besides, whoever uses the word "sodomite" anymore? Good God!


  Among some of the other memorable comments by Michael Savage:


  
    	"The children's minds are being raped by the homosexual mafia, that's my position. They're raping our children's minds."


    	"I want to puke when I hear about a woman married to a woman raising children because, frankly, I think that it's child abuse to do that to children without their permission…"


    	"I said so kill one hundred million of them (Muslims), then there would be nine hundred million of them. I mean would you rather us die than them? I mean what is it gonna take for you people to wake up? Would you rather we disappear or we die? Or would you rather they disappear and they die? Because you're gonna have to make that choice sooner rather than later."


    	"I have a number of things that I am gonna demand and one of them is that no more Muslim immigrants come into this country. No more mosques be permitted to be built in this country…and yes we need racial profiling immediately… And how did these Muslims get into England?...These vermin, these vermins, snuck in under asylum laws and the only reason there was an asylum law is that the liberals of England…said that we have to be nicer to Muslims."

  


  An article titled "Michael Savage, Hate Speech, and Political Violence" that William R. Wilson wrote for the Internet magazine HubPages.com, offered the following Savage quotations:


  
    	"Don't you understand what's a stake? ...Don't you understand the sick perverts [homosexuals] are killing all of us? ...[U]nless this is stopped, unless the gay agenda is curtailed...you're not gonna have your own children eventually...[Y]our father would have taken a day off from pipe fitting and he would have gone in there with blood in his eyes...he would have gone crazy! ...That's how deballed you are, you're like a department store dummy most of you."


    	"Liberalism is, in essence, the HIV virus, and it weakens the defense cells of a nation. What are the defense cells of a nation? Well, the church. They've attacked particularly the Catholic Church for 30 straight years. The police, attacked for the last 50 straight years by the ACLU viruses. And the military, attacked for the last 50 years by the [Senator] Barbara Boxer viruses on our planet."


    	"Multiculturalism has completely failed America. It is a disaster, an unmitigated disaster. Multiculturalism—as a premise that all cultures are equal and all cultures have an equal amount to contribute to the world—that's utter hogwash! The reason my ancestors came to this country as immigrants, and the reason your immigrants—ancestors came to this country as immigrants is because of the great enterprise created by white, Anglo-Saxon Protestants. It is the greatest country ever created in the world. It is built upon the best—the best of the white, Anglo-Saxon world.


    	"…[T]hese big-mouthed, phony scum of the ACLU, who should be rounded up, arrested for sedition. Their property seized, and they should be put into Abu Ghraib prison as far as I'm concerned. That wouldn't be enough of what I'd like to see done to the ACLU. They're the worst vermin America has ever tolerated. The worst vermin in the history of America are the vermin in the ACLU."61

  


  A nice guy, huh? Someone you'd like to have a drink with sometime if you enjoy having someone spitting on you as he screams in your face.


  Opinionated conservative writer and frequent Fox News Channel contributor Bernard Goldberg listed Savage in his book, 100 People Who Are Screwing Up America. This is noteworthy because Savage is one of the few people on the list who is not a liberal Democrat. Savage was number 61, despite his routinely bashing people Goldberg doesn't like. So, really? Number 61? What does a guy have to do to become a bigger idiot than number 61?


  Whatever it is, the odds are that Michael Savage will make it happen. What would possibly motivate so many millions of people to listen to this train wreck of hate-speak? I'm going so suggest, cultural idiocy.


  It was not my intention to quote a couple of passages here from an excellent op-ed that appeared a while ago on the website Truthout.org. But the more I read (and reread) it, the more I thought it belonged in this section and was worth sharing. It is included here in its entirety with the permission of its author.


  
    Hatred and Stupidity...But I Repeat Myself


    by William Rivers Pitt

  


  
    2010 is shaping up to be the Year of the Hate Crime in America, thanks in large part to right-bent Republicans and their Tea Party allies who have nothing to run on in the upcoming midterms. Think about it; would you want to run for office as a Republican these days? Their dearest economic ideas gave us the current recession, their foreign policies resulted in a war we lost in Iraq and a war we're losing in Afghanistan, their environmental designs have resulted in yet another oil rig detonation in the Gulf of Mexico, a great many of their supporters don't believe in dinosaurs because the Bible doesn't mention them, and their biggest national superstar is Sarah Palin, who by all appearances is so drastically stupid that she couldn't figure out how to pour piss out of a boot if there were directions on the heel. So, yeah, not much to hang your hat on there. In the absence of anything substantive to give the American people, the right has gone home to their mothership: sowing discord, fear and hatred to distract people from the fact that, while Republicans are good at campaigning, they are walking cancer cells to the body politic if and when they actually win.


    This time around, the right's weapon of choice against this republic is spreading hatred and fear of Muslims and Islam. September 11 happened nine years ago, so it may seem an odd topic to harp on after so much time has passed, but the Cordoba House controversy gave them an opening and they ran right through it. Of course, it started before that, pretty much as soon as President Obama first threw his hat into the ring for the 2008 election. Once the right figured out his middle name was Hussein, it was hats over the windmill, and their incessant blather about his background and religion has finally begun to bear bloody fruit.


    Wrap your mind around this: at this point, a majority of Republicans not only believe Mr. Obama to be a practicing Muslim, but believe his intention as president is to impose Sharia Law on America and the rest of the world. I'd like Gallup or Pew to do a special poll so as to determine exactly how many of those who believe these things were dropped on their heads when they were babies. I'd wager the number would pop close to 95%. Of course, the media's love for spectacle—no matter how deranged or dangerous it is—has motivated them to run these cretins and their theories across the sky with klieg lights, and just as the right hoped, it is all having the desired effect.


    There have been other effects, however, and deadly dangerous ones at that. Mosques have been firebombed. A Muslim cabdriver in New York City was savagely slashed by a man screaming anti-Islam epithets. A Sikh man was punched in a store for wearing a turban, even though he was as Muslim as a church steeple. The controversy over the Cordoba House project has inspired a rash of threats against the Imam in charge, the Muslims involved, and the building itself. In short, the right has basically stated that if the place gets built, they will shoot it up and/or burn it down.


    There is nothing whatsoever funny or pleasurable about this phenomenon. The people pushing this vile tactic are someday going to find themselves burning in a deep ring of Hell, and rightly so. Sometimes, though...oh yeah, sometimes the tables get turned, and the hatred and stupidity being peddled by the right is transmogrified into a special kind of justice. Street justice, to be sure, but justice nonetheless.


    There's a joint in West Haven, Connecticut, called the Fire and Ice Hookah Lounge. By all reports, it's a nifty little place; the theme is Middle Eastern, the hookah smoke is tasty, and the belly dancers are something to see indeed. Last Thursday, a fellow named Kevin Morris, also of West Haven, came ditty-bopping into Fire and Ice and staked his claim to first-ballot entry into the Dumbass Hall of Fame.


    Mr. Morris, it seems, decided that any place with hookahs and belly dancers must be a festering nest of Muslims, and decided to give the patrons what-for. According to news reports, he barged through the door and started screaming racist and anti-Muslim epithets at everyone there. The crowd didn't really react until Morris tried to throttle the bartender...at which point, the patrons rose up righteous and basically beat the ever-loving Jesus out of him. Morris' mug shot looks like his face went through a wheat thresher, and as of now, he remains in police custody.


    Hatred and stupidity, folks. When they ride in the same applecart, things can get truly dangerous. But sometimes, and only rarely, things can also get truly funny.


    Thank you, Mr. Morris.


    (Originally published on Truthout.org, September 4, 2010. Included by permission of William Rivers Pitt.)

  


  
    

  


  3. Media Madness: The Legacy of O.J. Simpson


  "Life doesn't imitate art, it imitates bad television."

  — Woody Allen


  An expression that earned a permanent place in the cultural idiocy lexicon around 1968 is "the media is to blame for that." It didn't matter what "that" was, the media — especially television — provided an easy and often deserving target. Need a convenient scapegoat when things go wrong and no one wants to take responsibility for a screw-up? Blame the media.


  It's useful to remember that "media" is plural. So, if I were going to be picky about it, the phrase ought to be "the media are to blame for that." Either way, when people attack "the media" they are usually complaining about something that ran on a particular television program or a newspaper story they didn't like. But the word "media" covers more than that. It refers to the various means of mass communication considered as a whole, including television, radio, magazines, newspapers, and the Internet, together with the people involved in their content production.


  People magazine, National Geographic magazine, Architectural Digest and The Onion are all publications in print media, but are rarely, if ever, thought of as having comparable content or characteristics. Rush Limbaugh's and Howard Stern's radio programs, the Huffington Post website, the Wall Street Journal, PBS, Rachel Ray's cooking show on the Food Channel, Cartoon Network, and EWTN (a global Catholic television, radio and news organization) are parts of "the media" so when "the media" are criticized, the critic is including all types and parts of all media and it is, of course, incorrect to put them all in the same bag.


  The critic typically means that he or she really wants to criticize Keith Olbermann for something he said on his nightly program on Current TV or Sean Hannity's comments on Fox News Channel or an item in Playboy magazine or something Andrew Sullivan wrote for the Huffington Post or a "60 Minutes" story on CBS. Or Howie Mandell on that game show thing he does. Rush Limbaugh fans would never think of putting him in the same category as Al Sharpton. One is on radio, the other is on radio and TV, but the content of their programs and their views are totally opposite.


  The point of this little tutorial is to emphasize that a ballet on PBS, another showing of The Wizard of Oz on TBS, "Morning Edition" on NPR, and last Thursday's issue of USA Today are all different and are all provided by what we regard collectively as "the media" though that's rarely what we mean.


  The person who bitches about "the media" most likely means a news story that appeared in the New York Times and generated enough interest to become the cover story in Time magazine and be talked about on several TV shows. Because TV shows reach the largest number of people, that's what people usually mean to attack when they criticize "the media."


  And they're right that TV is often awful, and it has gotten even more awful in recent years—even as we've gained more and more channels and put more screens in more places. After several decades of leading the way in innovation, information, entertainment, education, marketing, influence and eyestrain, the bloom is off the rose, so to speak, but people keep looking. Television, as much a part of the American landscape as baseball, fast food, and cheap handguns, has become a basic love/hate object in every American home and most American homes have more than one TV. And some people who like to adopt a haughty affectation and say they don't have a television can be found watching "classic" episodes of Gilligan's Island on their smartphones.


  "The Daily Show with Jon Stewart," a satirical news program seen four times a week on the basic cable channel Comedy Central, is a good example of public confusion over "the media," specifically the matter of where entertainment stops and news begins. The program is popular with older teens, young adults and baby boomers. According to the Pew Research Center, 80 percent of its regular viewers are between 18 and 49. Some 10 percent of the audience watches the show for its news headlines; 2 percent for in-depth reporting, and 43 percent for entertainment, compared with 64 percent who watch CNN for the news headlines.


  In a 2008 poll in which Americans were asked to name the journalist they most admired, comedian Jon Stewart tied in the rankings with serious network anchormen Brian Williams, Tom Brokaw, Dan Rather and Anderson Cooper.


  "I would not know how I am supposed to feel about many stories if not for the fact that TV news personalities make sad faces for sad stories and happy faces for happy stories."

  

   —Dave Barry


  The lines between news and entertainment began to blur more than a decade ago and now a show that describes itself openly as "fake news" is among—or tops—the list of most watched and trusted news programs watched by young people, and with more than a little justification. One reason for this is that the program's lead segment features clips of people in that day's—or week's—major news stories and often simply shows the viewing audience what these people said, leaving host Jon Stewart to provide a "reaction shot," which is usually an expression of stunned incredulousness at the obvious stupidity of the comments. He will often follow those clips with archival tapes of the same people contradicting themselves. Many of the public figures discredited or revealed as fools by the program's simple, honest tactics protest that by tripping them up with their own words, Stewart has somehow been unfair. Exposed as liars or worse, they try to strike back, but usually the strongest insult they can hurl at Stewart is "liberal." Sometimes, in trying to fix the damage done by one of "The Daily Show" clips, they compound the damage by issuing still more absurd comments. They look like idiots.


  Throughout the United States and around the world, cynicism and distrust of public figures increases as Stewart reveals their apparently deliberate distortion of facts.


  It's great television, but a depressing commentary on our culture. Unfortunately, being on basic cable, despite reaching a good demographic segment and generating good ad revenue, "The Daily Show's" audience is small in terms of numbers. Yet, as of this writing, the program has been honored with sixteen Emmy Awards and two Peabody Awards.


  Television can be a powerful weapon for good, for enlightenment, but it usually isn't. Most of what the medium has delivered into people's homes since its inception has been at best harmless but more often mind-numbing, distracting, enervating, disturbing, or all of those. The date when television was invented, and credit for its invention, has been a matter of dispute for most of the past century. I'm going with Philo Farnsworth in 1929. But what is not in dispute is that television has contributed mightily to the dumbing-down of America.


  As proof of this claim, I offer the very fact that millions of people know of the existence of Flavor Flav, Alex Wong, Ada Wong, Kate Gosselin, Sabrina Bryan, "Nasty" Nick Bateman, Chris Rene, America's next top model, the "girls" of "The Girls Next Door," the "housewives" of "The Real Housewives of New Jersey," the Kardashian sisters (and their mother), Snooki, Paris, and a whole bunch of other people who are famous for being famous.


  Their fame comes from their appearances as "stars" of "reality" shows, the programs that feature people being seen and heard, just "being themselves." They're the people next door if the people living next door to you are ignorant, violent, adulterous, foul-mouthed, dysfunctional, nearly naked misfits… and their wacky friends. The more unconventional the characters act, the more likely the producers are to feature that behavior in carefully edited scenes that figure prominently in the programs and in the promotional clips shown dozens of times each day. Call it induced, deliberately outrageous behavior to get attention and achieve celebrity status. This is the "reality" being presented for all to see, represented as what Americans are like. Not all Americans, just the ones people choose to make celebrities and put on television. The phrase God help us (!) comes to mind.


  "I was kinda getting like annoyed with Sammi because like the way like she like talks sometimes like she can be a real bitch and she doesn't even like realize it."

  

   —Nicole "Snooki" Polizzi on "Jersey Shore"


  You could argue that TV in the age of hyped-up pseudo-reality is not all that different from what the medium has been all along. And you'd have a point. In May of 1961, Newton Minow, then-Chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, in a speech to the National Association of Broadcasters convention, described television as a "vast wasteland"—a phrase that many people believe is still a fairly good description of it. The comment was considered powerful in its day and a real slap at the TV industry.


  To be fair, Minow began that speech by declaring, "When television is good, nothing — not the theater, not the magazines or newspapers — nothing is better." A lawyer who is still active in media issues, he pointed out in a 2011 interview that at least viewers now have a lot more choices than they did back then, and some of the choices aren't so bad.


  Obviously there is a lot of good stuff on television and people have differing tastes. Who can discount the opportunity television provides to watch history being made, to educate, inform, inspire and entertain? But the volume of crap consistently outweighs so much of what's good and there are moments when the most well-meaning inventor gets blown-up in his laboratory. An example of this was producer Norman Lear's monster, the long-running situation comedy "All in the Family."


  For people who are too young to remember the 1970s, here's a brief summary of why this program matters, from Wikipedia (which very often posts accurate information; just don't count on it):


  "All in the Family" was based on the British television comedy series "Till Death Us Do Part." The show broke ground in its depiction of issues previously considered unsuitable for U.S. network television comedy, such as racism, homosexuality, women's liberation, rape, miscarriage, abortion, breast cancer, the Vietnam War, menopause, and impotence.


  The show ranked No. 1 in the yearly Nielsen ratings from 1971 to 1976. It became the first television series to reach the milestone of having topped the Nielsen ratings for five consecutive years. TV Guide, in its special "50 Greatest TV Shows of All Time" issue ranked "All in the Family" as No. 4. Bravo named the show's protagonist, Archie Bunker, TV's greatest character of all time.


  So, that description suggests the show was very good and was important on many levels—entertaining, socially relevant…but apparently Lear did not count on running into cultural idiocy when he brought the show across the pond. It was funny, but…


  The character of Archie Bunker, played by actor Carroll O'Connor, was immediately dubbed "the loveable bigot" and the irony in that oxymoron seemed to be lost on several million viewers who went beyond just loving the show. Although one of Lear's objectives was to show the ignorance and stupidity of bigotry, not everyone got the joke behind the jokes. Millions of people embraced "the loveable bigot" as a hero—a regular working-class guy who said out loud to millions of Americans each week what many people were thinking, but would not likely ever say in public.


  Americans had been encouraged to behave as if ours was a civilized, polite society where racist and sexist feelings, opinions, and comments were best not shared—much less flaunted. Now many of these same people looked at the success of "All in the Family" as a signal that it was okay to "come out" and verbalize what was on their minds. They believed millions of people agreed with them—and it was funny. Many people believed "that Archie sure tells it like it is."


  "I think that parents only get so offended by television because they rely on it as a babysitter and the sole educator of their kids."

  

   —Trey Parker and Matt Stone, creators of TV's "South Park"


  The hope that people would laugh at the stupidity and ignorance of bigotry and diminish that form of currency was misguided. Cultural idiots saw the show as a swipe at "political correctness," a blow to the notion that racist, sexist, mean-spirited views were hurtful and destructive so they were not acceptable in civilized society. A faction that embraced the show, and was not especially quick on the uptake, saw Archie Bunker representing the view that bigotry and sexism are simply differences of opinion to be shared publicly.


  And Archie is only one example.


  Because television is so pervasive, because so many Americans spend so much time with it, because we simultaneously love it and hate it as we do, it plays a special role in spreading and shaping attitudes. Like nothing else, it defines our culture. And it indelibly marks turning points in cultural idiocy, like the 90 minutes in 1994 that changed TV news, changed TV in general, and changed a lot of things about how people talk and behave.


  The momentous event I'm talking about started just after 6:30 pm, Pacific Daylight Time, on June 17 of that year. That's when some 20 police and California Highway Patrol cars, going 35 miles an hour, engaged in a low-speed car chase with a 1994 white Ford Bronco, heading north on Southern California's Interstate 405, a chase that proceeded for a distance of about 50 miles. The Bronco was driven by the former NFL player A.J. Cowlings, who was chauffeuring his friend, football legend O.J. Simpson.62


  Five days earlier, on June 12, Nicole Brown Simpson, O.J. Simpson's former wife, and her friend Ronald Goldman were found dead outside of her condominium. Simpson, suspected of the killings, had arranged through legal counsel to turn himself in to police on the morning of the seventeenth. He hadn't shown up, so police had gone looking for him. A motorist reported seeing him riding in the back seat of the Bronco and police responded. When the pursuit units pulled up behind the white SUV with their sirens blaring and lights flashing, Cowlings surprised them. He didn't pull over but he also didn't speed up or try to evade them. Instead, the Bronco just kept going, slowly, leading a caravan of law enforcement vehicles with twenty TV helicopters joining in overhead.


  "Television is for appearing on, not for looking at."

  

   —Noel Coward


  Though admittedly lacking the excitement, high-speed action, and danger of other famous car chases, such as those in the films Bullet or The French Connection or The Fast and the Furious, this "chase" was nonetheless riveting. ABC, CBS, NBC and CNN, as well as local TV stations, interrupted their regular programming, and delivered an audience of more than 95 million viewers nationwide.


  This was the real thing and was high (albeit slow-moving) drama—police tailing an actor, sports legend and accused murderer, live on TV. The chase ended at 8 pm. That was 10 Central and 11 Eastern, so the live coverage had preempted a major portion of network prime time in such major markets as Chicago and New York. NBC, the network that had employed Simpson as a sports analyst, went so far as to share airtime between the chase and the fifth game of the NBA Championship series. Its coverage in most markets featured a split screen, showing the Houston Rockets and the New York Knicks on one half while anchor Tom Brokaw narrated the O.J. drama unfolding on the other. Television would never be the same.


  Prior to 1994, CNN was a struggling cable television channel that few people in the TV business thought would make it and even fewer people seemed to be watching. And then… along came O.J. TV executives saw that people would remain transfixed in front of their televisions for nearly two hours watching an aerial picture of a car going 35 miles an hour on a freeway. This, I maintain, was the birth of what came to be known as "reality TV." It started that night in June with O.J.


  Not since the movie stars Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton dumped their respective spouses in 1961, creating a stunningly irrelevant international tabloid scandal, had the media and the public been so enthralled with the idea of getting an up-close glimpse of a real star. But this was more intense—a story of passion, anger, murder, and the quest for justice played out right there on the tube.


  The O.J. story, through the subsequent murder trial and the verdict, on October 3 of the following year, inspired "instant" books, personalized screen logos and original theme music for each new multi-chapter TV news "drama." It introduced the TV celebrity-lawyer-pundit to a public that could not get enough. Simpson's arrest and trial and the seemingly endless hours of analysis and commentary affected onlookers the same way a bloody, smoking train wreck did. Nobody could turn away from it. It was the melding of real life in real time that morphed into a dramatic, often amusing TV show.


  People called TV and radio programs and gave their opinions on how the trial was going, the guilt or innocence of the defendant, the competency of the judge, the bumbling of the lawyers, and the stupidity of the witnesses. Others called in to comment on the stupidity of the previous callers, ending their 45 seconds on the air by saying, "Thanks for having me on the program." Members of the audience—from stay-at-home moms to truckers and social workers—made themselves part of the story. Their opinions were given as much weight as the so-called experts on their TV screens. ("So this morning I called Rush and I told him that SOB is guilty—no two ways about it. Case closed. End of story.")


  A dozen or so lawyers in the courtroom on TV and more lawyers brought into a studio or patched in by satellite by TV news departments to comment became instant celebrities. Everyone in America seemed to know the names Marcia Clark, Christopher Darden, and Johnnie Cochran. They wrote books and gave interviews; witnesses and jurors and virtually anyone who watched the trial on TV became guests on the David Letterman and Oprah shows.


  "I don't know how often I can discuss one incident in my entire life, but I'll continue to do that."

  

   —O.J. Simpson


  Since the Era of O.J., when a famous individual (most notably actor Robert Blake and music industry icon Phil Spector) is arrested and charged with a crime, program directors begin fantasizing about having another ratings-bonanza—the next O.J.


  And the directors quickly learned that there were other enticing ways to fill airtime with "reality" between celebrity crimes. There were the stories of an apparently abducted child, a school shooting, or a pretty blond American college girl who vanishes suddenly during a vacation trip to a bar in Central America. These could be played into endless rounds of speculation and commentary, too. They could be turned into more than news stories. They became television events. It might be one crime or incident among hundreds like it committed that week, but it gets singled-out by networks and cable channels for 24-hour coverage. Why? Because one intensely-scrutinized case with an attractive victim is more interesting to viewers and advertisers than another game show, rerun or listing what's new on the police blotter.


  The TV audience gets to feel it knows the victims, having been introduced to the victims' family members, friends, teachers, old girlfriends and people who have been watching the story unfold on television and just wanted to weigh in—possibly hoping to get a part when it becomes a TV movie six months to a year later.


  It's that old saying about art imitating life, life imitating art, and people imitating idiots, hoping to get what Andy Warhol famously called their fifteen minutes of fame.


  The O.J. Simpson trial was often characterized as "the trial of the century"—as were so many televised trials that followed it. In the fall of 1995, a jury found him not guilty of murdering two people and the verdict was seen live on TV by more than half of the U.S. population, making it one of the most watched events in American TV history, justifying calling it more of a television event than a murder trial. The families of the two victims seemed to have appeared on more shows more times than the NBC peacock and the CBS eye combined. (Okay, maybe that's a slight exaggeration, but not by much.)


  Immediate reaction to the verdict as well as the reaction people still verbalized more than a decade later was and is notable for being, like so much else in America, divided along racial lines.


  Most African Americans seem to feel the verdict was just or at least that it was fair—payback for the countless times black Americans have been victimized by the legal system, particularly in the southern United States. Most white Americans, then and still, insist that a weak prosecution, Simpson's wealth and celebrity status, and the media circus that went on from start to finish, resulted in his simply beating the rap.


  It might be fair to note, though, that many vocal members of the African-American community were also displeased that Simpson, though black, led a "white life"—married to a white woman and living and working among wealthy, privileged white people. He once told an interviewer, "I'm not black, I'm O.J."


  O.J. Simpson's defense team included Johnnie Cochran, Robert Kardashian, Robert Shapiro, Alan Dershowitz, Gerald Uelmen, Carl E. Douglas, Barry Scheck, Peter Neufeld and F. Lee Bailey. Pretty much all the lawyers on both sides wrote books about the case. Their association with the trial seems to be the most notable thing any of them ever did, with the possible exception of Shapiro being the co-founder and television spokesman for a website called LegalZoom.com, and the late Kardashian, who became even more famous after his death as the biological father of the young women on the (cough) reality show "Keeping up with the Kardashians." So one might say, what goes around comes around.


  "We don't want this moment to end, so cover us in chocolate and throw us to the lesbians."

  

     —Jerry Springer


  In 1994, a BBC documentary, "OJ Mania: The Media Trial of OJ Simpson," presented, according to its press release, "a probing analysis of the media mayhem and madness surrounding the O.J. Simpson story, raising key questions about society, justice, and morality in the age of television.


  On-screen commentary was by journalist Andrew Neil, who wrote in The Guardian, "As a journalist brought up under Britain's strict sub judice rules, I was initially surprised, even shocked, while covering the run-up to the O.J. Simpson trial by the free flow of news and speculation about the case. But I do not believe it affected the jury's verdict and I came to see it as preferable to the wall of silence that descends on British cases, even when the issues involved are of pressing public interest. In any case, the wall of silence is increasingly hard to maintain in the age of the Internet, which politicians or even judges cannot control in a democracy."


  Neil was "shocked by the free flowing news," yet he would like to see something like it in the U.K., where apparently everyone with an opinion is not encouraged to express it on television where the lines between reality and fiction have grown increasingly blurred.


  At this writing, O.J. Simpson is a retired professional football player, broadcaster, and actor and a current prison inmate. After being found not guilty by a jury of people with whom he had nothing in common, he was subsequently found guilty in a wrongful death suit brought against him by the families of his late former wife and the young man killed with her. A jury awarded the plaintiffs a $33.5 million judgment, of which they have received precious little from Simpson. But civil cases don't result in jail sentences, so that's not why O.J. is now behind bars.


  He moved to Florida with his two children in 2001, and was arrested in Miami-Dade County, Florida for "simple battery and burglary of an occupied conveyance. Simpson was arrested for allegedly yanking the glasses off the face of another motorist during a traffic dispute three months earlier. If convicted, Simpson faced up to sixteen years in prison. The trial was brief and he was quickly acquitted on both charges in October 2001. Again, he had avoided prison.


  Simpson's Miami home was searched by the FBI on suspicion of ecstasy possession and money laundering. The FBI had received a tip that O.J. was involved in a major drug trafficking ring after ten other suspects were arrested in the case. No illegal drugs were ever discovered and no arrest or formal charges against Simpson ever stemmed from this incident.


  However, the search uncovered equipment capable of broadcasting pirated satellite television signals. In March 2004, the satellite television network DirecTV accused Simpson in a Miami federal court of broadcast piracy. The company later won a $25,000 judgment, and Simpson was ordered to pay $33,678 in attorney's fees and costs. Well, at least he wasn't arrested or jailed.


  On July 4, 2002, O.J. Simpson was arrested in Miami-Dade County, Florida for speeding through a Manatee Zone and failing to comply with proper boating regulations. His attorney was able to get the misdemeanor boating regulation charge dropped and Simpson only had to pay a fine for the speeding infraction. Yet again, it was nothing that a man could lose his freedom over.


  "One of the few good things about modern times: If you die horribly on television, you will not have died in vain. You will have entertained us."

  

     —Kurt Vonnegut


  Then, finally, in 2007, he was arrested in Las Vegas, Nevada, and charged with numerous felonies, including armed robbery and kidnapping. He was found guilty and sentenced to thirty-three years imprisonment, with a minimum of nine years without parole. Some people believe the harsh sentence is a way of making Simpson pay for an earlier crime he is thought to have committed, but got away with.


  The State of California claims O.J. Simpson still owes $1.44 million in back taxes. A tax lien was filed against his personal property. As to whether or not the state will ever see any of the past due tax money, as the younger folks like to say, good luck with that.


  Not only did O.J. mania transform TV news, not only did it show producers how overwrought cable news coverage of celebrity scandals, sensationalized crimes, and the trials that stem from them can sell commercial time, it also convinced the industry at large that you don't necessarily need such frills as a script or skilled performers to score a hit and that you can take a lesson learned through news coverage and apply it to entertainment programming.


  Reality TV is comparatively cheap to produce and a financial windfall for major networks and pissant cable channels alike. Rather than trained professional actors and other talented performers, reality TV puts a camera and microphone in front of "everyday people" going about their "normal lives"—driving drunk; cheating on their spouses; engaging in verbal and physical domestic abuse; being drunk in airports; revealing their innermost personal experiences and body parts to taxi drivers; having sexual relations with acquaintances in hot tubs while drunk or high; berating family members, overturning furniture, brawling in elegant restaurants; and competing to win cash or get husbands, wives, modeling careers, recording contracts, jobs working for real estate mogul and professional national embarrassment Donald Trump, or their own Food Network cooking show. Also while seeking the biggest prize of all, celebrity.


  "My brain just exploded. Let's put that on a poster and hang it in the school nurse's office along with 'my favorite sport is reading!'"

  

     —Danielle Staub,  on "The Real Housewives of New Jersey"


  People with no discernable talent get to appear on national television and become famous. Receiving attention seems to be very important to millions of Americans; being famous is a national obsession.


  Some people might hold that anything unplanned that was done on television could be interpreted as a forerunner of reality TV. Maybe. Certainly TV hosts interacting with cast regulars or members of their audiences produce some spontaneous moments that became memorable bits, dating back to Arthur Godfrey, Art Linkletter, Garry Moore, Groucho Marx, Steve Allen, Jack Paar, Johnny Carson, David Letterman, and others. Yet these entertainers prodded their guests and fished for funny reactions in a fundamentally different way than current reality TV does it. People might have said or done things that were funny and even a little disconcerting, but the host usually kept the proceedings under control in a way that protected the guest's dignity.


  "Candid Camera" was an early television hit that ended up running for nearly five decades, changing hosts and settings, but showing, as its creator Allen Funt promised, "people caught in the act of being themselves." That can be humiliating enough, but it was always real and viewers often empathized with the victims of the jokes, unlike later knock-offs of the program where elaborate stunts were staged just to embarrass celebrities on camera.


  "I thought I broke my vagina bone… it was terrible."

  

     —Nicole 'Snooki' Polizzi on "Jersey Shore"


  You might also hold that "regular" people appearing on TV have long been eager to look ridiculous. In 1963, "Let's Make a Deal" made its debut on NBC and it has been on and off the air—mostly on—ever since. Within a couple of seasons of the game show's debut, studio audience members began wearing funny costumes to get then-host Monty Hall's attention and improve their chances of competing for a prize. Critic Norman Mark, in reviewing "Let's Make a Deal," observed that the outrageously clad crowd—with women and men gotten up as fruits, vegetables and various types of poultry—proved his theory that some people would go to virtually any length to look stupid if it will help them win a prize. He wrote that Hall (who has since retired) could justify encouraging average Americans to humiliate themselves on national television as fun.


  True enough. But there has been a change in tone and I think that change really dates to the O.J. Simpson slow-speed car chase on a California freeway. The white Bronco, leading a parade of police cars, kicked off a "show" like no other. It was definitely unplanned and unrehearsed.


  People sat wondering if O.J. would engage in a shoot-out with police or possibly take his own life… on live television. No one knew—not the studio anchors, valiantly trying to describe what was happening to viewers when nothing was happening; not programmers keeping track of how much money was being lost as regular sponsored programs, with their millions of dollars of advertising, were not being shown. No network wanted to cut away for fear that theirs would become the one media organization to miss the crucial moment, whatever that was going to be. And the audience was huge.


  That's not the same as putting eight people on an island or in a jungle or in a four-room house for six weeks to see how they cope, but there is a connection. The players in such latter-day contrived "realities" are chosen by producers on the chance that they might act-up, act-out, or just act. Much of the behavior displayed on so-called reality TV is planned and punch lines are saved for certain scenes of conflict. Manipulated situations are presented as reality and the picture that results—a picture televised to our kids and grandparents and around the world to strangers wondering about America—is anything but real, but it seems somehow real. It satisfies a need that pre-O.J. viewers may not have even known they had.


  From the moment someone killed a beautiful young blond woman named Nicole Brown Simpson and her friend Ron Goldman, the hunger took hold. People wanted to look into TV's window to the world and see who are the bad guys and who we are cheering for to emerge with a big reward for unscripted "real" slices of life, where someone falls down drunk or falls in love or cheats in a hot tub or gets divorced or gets naked or plots some act of mayhem or… dies.


  Was the tall dark and handsome husband a killer? Would he slip up or get away with it? Would clues be left behind and, under the right circumstances, emerge in a great "aha!" moment? Would the "real" killer come forward and confess to the crime—thus making fools of millions of people who were so sure that O.J. did it? From the moment the verdict came in and "he got off," everyone seemed to forget about trying to find any other possible villain. Stay tuned.


  So is it fair to say television is responsible for the disintegration of American Society? Is it fair to blame the media in general? Of course not. There is certainly enough blame to go around—the public education system; church leaders who work on behalf of political parties and special interests; government agencies and executives who are caught lying, behaving badly and betraying the public trust enough times to raise the level of distrust and cynicism; billionaires who have contributed so visibly and mightily to polluting the air and water, removing safeguards and lessening safety regulations, and corrupting governments, institutions and our very way of life…


  No, it's not fair to just dump it all on the media. But our mass media make up an enormously important and influential part of this ever-changing culture, influencing how large segments of the public communicate, live, learn, work, entertain, invest, and even think. The debate is whether America in the twenty-first century is living the story of Orwell's 1984 or Huxley's Brave New World. Or National Lampoon's Animal House.


  Meanwhile, if you're still wondering why America is losing the war of words, ponder this emphatic declaration from a popular TV "personality":


  "Listen, I would never put Kool-Aid, candied yams, peppermint candy, pancake syrup, you know, none of those things in my va-jay-jay...That's crazy!"63 —NeNe Leakes on "The Real Housewives of Atlanta."


  
    

  


  4. Selling Fear: Fox News — Big Mouths, Big Ratings, Big Bucks


  "He sat down for a one-on-one with Fox News. Very bold choice. Dick Cheney sitting down with Fox News is like Mrs. Butterworth sitting down with the Pancake Channel."64

  — comedian Jimmy Kimmel


  It's true that liberals find it extremely easy to make disparaging comments about Fox News Channel — calling it "Faux News," "Fox Noise," "Fox Nothing Channel," "Fixed News" and "Cluster Fox," according to Wikipedia, the often nearly reliable online reference site that appears to be more accurate than Fox. Okay, that last part might have been a little editorial license on my part, but the fact is that Fox News invites criticism by calling itself "fair and balanced" and declaring, "We report, you decide," then going on to be the official spin machine for conservative Republicans. Virtually all of Fox's commentary and its "news" show a clear bias against liberals and Democrats.


  "Ah!" you might yell, "Isn't there an opposite bias on the part of some other channels or news organizations?" The answer is yes, there is. Both MSNBC and the fledgling Current TV have a decidedly liberal slant. A significant difference is that MSNBC does not pretend to be "fair and balanced" and acknowledges it tilts to the left in its coverage.


  Doesn't it say something that Fox News Channel is kicking MSNBC's ass in the ratings? Yes, it does. It says that more cable and satellite networks carry Fox than MSNBC because Fox makes its programming available to cable and satellite systems at a very low cost (or at no cost) while MSNBC's parent company charges a higher rate. The result is many programmers carry only Fox, rather than MSNBC, because low cost or free is a better deal than having to pay more or pay anything at all.


  Still, the conservative cable entity is a money machine owned by News Corporation, whose founder, chairman and CEO is Rupert Murdoch. The press lord made his fortune and built a communications empire by operating uniquely awful newspapers and mediocre television stations. He also owns the Wall Street Journal, once a very good newspaper, the Fox Television Network (think "The Simpsons" and "24"), Twentieth Century Fox Studios, HarperCollins publishing, Sky Channel, and numerous other properties. Not all News Corporation products make money for the company, but many of them do and all together they form a media platform of immense reach and influence. Call it power.


  However, the focus here is on Fox News Channel, whose slogan is "fair and balanced" though it's far from that — far right of that. And viewers who watch the Fox News Channel are fiercely loyal to it, much the way Apple's customers are fiercely loyal to the company's Mac products and iStuff. It's odd that Murdoch's foxes continue to maintain the façade of being independent and without bias. Especially since the organization could change its name tomorrow to the Conservative News Channel and go on exactly as it has been, except for getting a gold star for honesty next time around.


  Murdoch is widely disliked by communications industry people and liberals. An Internet post put it this way, "Rupert Murdoch is a very wealthy right wing zealot who seems to believe that anyone who does not have money should not have the rights and privilege as those who do."


  That's a start, but it's not just about money — or the influence it buys him. It's what he does to the papers and TV stations he buys that disturbs others in the industry.


  Michael Koziel, whose writing is carried by ABC Online, wrote:


  "FOX News is an abomination. A truly tacky, vile affair. But it sits within the media marketplace and commands a significant, loyal audience. It would be a problem if tens of millions of Americans watched FOX and believed it was genuinely neutral, unbiased coverage: but that seems unlikely."


  Koziel continues:


  "In the UK, News of the World [once a very successful Murdoch property] has been naughty, incorrigible, distasteful and yes, illegal. Those directly involved have already paid a high price: their newspaper no longer exists. At News International, heads are already rolling and will continue to do so. It's all quite macabre, quite fascinating, inviting sizeable schadenfreude for journalists from other newsrooms."


  That's getting closer. Murdoch buys media properties and they immediately become tarnished by his reputation for sleaze.


  John Passant, writing in the Australian online journal Law*Crime*Politics, noted:


  "Rupert Murdoch uses his newspapers to try and influence the outcome of government decisions and election results and, he hopes, to suit his business interests. He has done so since time immemorial...Murdoch is an avid supporter of American imperialism even when it may not appear his direct material interests are involved. So it was that 174 of his 175 media outlets supported the invasion of Iraq."65


  "Chief Weapons Inspector Hans Blix told the U.N. today that Baghdad is cooperating or, to put it in terms that Fox News viewers can understand, Hans Blix told the U.N. today that Baghdad is not cooperating."

  

   — comedian Bill Maher


  The term "American imperialism" reveals Passant's bias, but it doesn't change the facts.


  The Fox News Channel — called a "channel" rather than a "network" because the word and status has proved beneficial to Murdoch in his acquisitions — was launched on October 7, 1996, a day that stands as another of America's turning points toward cultural idiocy. The channel has by far the largest cable news audience today, having long ago surpassed its major news rivals MSNBC and CNN. It is also available to more cable systems around the United States as part of the package of basic cable channels.


  Among Fox's most popular programs are the morning show "Fox & Friends," "Studio B with Shepard Smith," "Your World with Neil Cavuto," "Special Report with Bret Baier," "The O'Reilly Factor," "Hannity," and "On the Record with Greta Van Susteren." All of the hosts are far-right conservatives, as are most of the guests who appear with them. Many of Fox's on-air "personalities" receive seven-figure annual salaries from Fox and use the programs to promote their books and lecture tours.


  Though as a matter of public policy, Fox denies having a conservative agenda, Chris Wallace, host of "Fox News Sunday," acknowledged as much in an interview with Jon Stewart of "The Daily Show." When asked if he believed that Fox News was exactly the ideological equivalent of NBC News, Wallace replied… "I think we're the counter-weight. I think that they have a liberal agenda, and I think that we tell the other side of the story."


  Oops.


  When the Financial Times interviewed Rupert Murdoch and Fox News President Roger Ailes in 2006, they both steadfastly maintained that while most of the channel's opinion show hosts are self-described conservatives, the reporters in the newsroom provide separate, neutral reporting.


  "I think conservatives were underserved [before the advent of Fox News Channel]; that does not make us a conservative channel," Ailes said. "I think a lot of conservatives watch our channel; that does not make us a conservative channel. If we're conservative, what does that make the other channels? Liberal…We decided to balance all the arguments and treat the conservative view with the same respect as we have for the liberal view, and that is really irritating some people.


  "We're not promoting the conservative point of view, we're merely giving them equal time and access."


  Uh huh.


  Fox News has meanwhile earned a reputation for consciously fabricating and distorting news stories, editing sound bites and cropping photos to make the point it wants to make, rather than what the facts reveal. Here are some examples:


  A story containing false quotes attributed to Sen. John Kerry was posted on Fox News Channel's website for hours on October 1, 2004. The article was pulled that afternoon and Fox News apologized.


  Fox News reported in early 2011 that video games like Bulletstorm could turn children into rapists. However, as disgusting as that is, that's not the most disgusting thing that Fox News did in its report. The most disgusting thing was to twist an industry expert's words to make it seem like he, too, believed that Bulletstorm could turn children into rapists. It's one thing to be ignorant, but it's another to force ignorance on others.


  Since the New York Times published an exposé on the hidden ties between media military analysts and the Pentagon on April 20, 2008, Fox News's "Special Report" has aired quotes from retired Maj. Gen. Robert H. Scales, a Fox News military analyst, in two separate reports without mentioning that Scales was named in the Times article and without addressing Scales' relationship with the Defense Department and defense contractors.


  According to the fact-checking website Media Matters, the FoxNews.com website consistently, beginning in April 2002, doctored Associated Press reports to mimic Bush White House terminology. "Without any editorial notation disclosing that words in the AP articles have been changed, FOX News replaces the terms 'suicide bomber' and 'suicide bombing' with 'homicide bomber' and 'homicide bombing' to describe attackers who kill themselves and others with explosives. In at least one case, FOX News actually altered an AP quote from Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton (D-NY) to fit this naming convention, and then revised it to restore the quote without noting either the original alteration or its correction."


  Bill O'Reilly cited a poll taken by the New England Journal of Medicine on how physicians feel about President Obama's health care bill. It found, he claimed, that 46.3 percent of doctors said they may leave the medical profession as a result of the legislation.


  What the poll actually said was that 46.3 percent of primary care physicians (family medicine and internal medicine) feel that the passing of health reform will either force them out of medicine or make them want to leave medicine. Given the amount of false information being put out there about what is in the bill and the fearmongering by the Republican Party, Fox, and other right-leaning media, one has to wonder if the poll is really a good indication of what these doctors might do once it passes or what line of work those doctors think they would have to turn to if they're not happy with the bill after it passes, given the shape our economy is in.


  In 2008 Fox aired photographs of Times reporter Jacques Steinberg and television editor Steven Reddicliffe on its morning show, "Fox & Friends," in a segment firing back at a Times report that referred to "ominous trends" for Fox News's ratings. The photos appeared to have been manipulated to yellow the journalists' teeth, add dark bags under their eyes and distort other facial features. Editor & Publisher magazine reported that the unflattering photos showed signs of having been manipulated with graphics editing software.


  "Fox & Friends" personalities Steve Doocy and Brian Kilmeade chatted about the Times article and called it a "hit piece" on Fox News. They also derided Reddicliffe's tenure as editor of TV Guide — owned by Fox News's parent company, News Corporation.


  Times Culture Editor Sam Sifton called the Fox graphic "disgusting." "This was a hit piece by Fox News," he said. "It is beneath comment."


  Fair and balanced? Hardly.


  It isn't just that Fox News Channel has succeeded with its model of presenting lies and distortions as facts. That would be bad enough. Worse is the way that success helped build a media landscape in which news consumers can shield themselves from any view of the world that is contrary to the one they already hold. Contrary views? Allow us at Fox to explain why they're so wrong.


  Viewed through the lens of Fox, the Bizarro World model — in which cutting taxes on the rich will create jobs for the middle class, in which godless secularists are waging a war on Christmas, in which liberals hate America, in which the president may be a Kenyan-born Muslim — appears not insane but commonsensical. "Everybody knows that," Fox viewers tell themselves. Watch Fox; listen to Rush; read the Washington Times and the American Spectator. From inside that snug ideological cocoon, the world seems a simple place in which the right is always right.


  With that in mind, I'll conclude this consideration of all things Fox News-related with a standout quote from Rupert Murdoch, as reported by Neil Chenoweth in his book Virtual Murdoch. It comes from an episode in the history of the media titan's career that has been dubbed the Battle of Wapping. Murdoch, who had begun acquiring British newspapers in 1969 and purchased the respected Times of London in 1981, decided a few years later to modernize his printing technology. Instead of relying on individual printing plants operated by each daily paper, he combined operations at a new facility in Wapping, part of Greater London. This put about six-thousand printers out of work and triggered bitter backlash against News Corporation and Murdoch from the printers' union. Against that tense background, the boss was anxious in 1986 that the first press run at the new plant be successful. His personal directive to one of his top executives:


  "You fuckwit! You bastard! Get this fucking newspaper out!"66


  
    

  


  
Section Two: Thoughts on Cultural Idiocy


  5. Mistakes Were Made…but It's Not My Fault!


  "Sometimes they write what I say and not what I mean."67

  — Pedro Guerrero


  A baseball writer and historian once called Pedro Guerrero, the former Major League Baseball player for the Los Angeles Dodgers and St. Louis Cardinals, "the best hitter God has made in a long time."68 Maybe. The next time someone is talking baseball with God, it would be good to run this by him and see if he looks at you like you've been in the sun too long.


  In September 1999, Guerrero was arrested for trying to buy thirty-three pounds of cocaine from an undercover agent. Hey, it was an honest mistake, right? In June 2002, he was acquitted of drug conspiracy charges after his attorney argued that his low IQ prevented him from understanding that he had agreed to a drug deal. Not guilty by reason of stupidity. I wonder how often that defense has been used. (Note: Kids, don't try this at home…especially if you live in Texas.)


  "Therapy can be a good thing; it can be therapeutic."

  

    — Alex Rodriguez


  In 2006, Time magazine included Guerrero in the "Time 100," naming him one of the most influential people in the world — low IQ and all.


  The court said it wasn't his fault. He did it, sure, but he was blameless. Of course, declaring one's innocence of any wrongdoing is common. People do it all the time. People have always done it. A famous piece of advice given to young men by older and wiser men is: if your wife thinks you're out fooling around with another woman, deny it. Even if she walks in on you and catches you in the act, deny it.


  The tactic is especially popular among our political class. To borrow a phrase from former President George W. Bush, it's "uniquely American" to never accept blame for anything, regardless of what a jury, evidence, and the New York Times might say.


  I'll get back to the matter of dodging blame in a moment, but since I used that "uniquely American" phrase above, perhaps I'd better digress just long enough to explain it. At a public meeting in Omaha, Nebraska, in 2005, Mary Mornin, a woman in her late fifties, told President Bush that she was a divorced mother of three, including a "mentally challenged" son, and that she was working three jobs, to which Bush replied, "You work three jobs? … Uniquely American, isn't it? I mean, that is fantastic that you're doing that."


  The audience applauded. Bush then looked at the woman, smiled, and asked, "Get any sleep?" Some people might say former President Bush had somehow missed the point of Ms. Mornin's comment. Others might say former President Bush is an idiot.


  In the late 1960s and into the 1970s, in the wake of the protests and demonstrations that partly defined that era, a common complaint was that people no longer took personal responsibility for their words or actions, particularly when those words or actions were shown to be foolish, ignorant, dishonest, or incompetent. It was a charge that resonated over the following decades, especially among conservatives. From his earliest 1980s broadcasts as a political commentator, Rush Limbaugh called for a return to personal responsibility. As congressman and as Speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich echoed that sentiment. So did Senator Larry Craig, an Idaho Republican. Craig, since retired, was the lawmaker who called President Clinton a "nasty, bad, naughty boy."


  Naturally, all three of these bastions of moral rectitude were subsequently caught up in embarrassing scandals involving illegal drugs (Limbaugh), unethical use of influence and public funds (Gingrich), and soliciting sex in a public restroom (Craig). Each man insisted he was guilty of no wrongdoing — no matter what witnesses and the evidence indicated.


  In 2009 Gingrich even wrote an article with the title "The American People Return to Personal Responsibility and Honesty." As I've said earlier in this book, Gingrich expounding on personal responsibility is a jaw-dropping example of chutzpah.


  It was as if these chaps believed that by first accusing other people of doing very bad things, they were rendering themselves immune to such charges — sort of like "calling shotgun" first if you want to ride in the front seat.


  A memorable television moment from the 1970s "Mary Tyler Moore Show" had the main character's gruff boss, Lou (played by Ed Asner), telling Mary (played by Tyler Moore) why he was the only news producer in Minneapolis who did not have a peptic ulcer. "It's because nothing that ever goes wrong here is ever my fault," Lou said. "It could be your fault or Murray's fault or Ted's fault…, but it's never MY fault."


  That could be the mantra for many prominent Americans, especially those who often make their mistakes in public and still try to convince people it never happened or that, in their case, what's wrong is right.


  "Publicly, we say one thing.... Actually, we do another."

  

    — Richard Nixon


  Mistakes were made. Maybe you heard about it. The phrase has been a particular favorite of public figures for some time now. It's the slick guy's way of acknowledging the obvious without either taking or placing responsibility for anything — it's sort of a non-confessional confession.


  According to the enormously helpful and semi-reliable Wikipedia website, "Mistakes were made" is an expression that is commonly used as a rhetorical device, whereby a speaker acknowledges that a situation was handled poorly or inappropriately but seeks to evade any direct admission or accusation of responsibility by using the passive voice. The acknowledgement of 'mistakes' is framed in an abstract sense, with no direct reference to who made the mistakes."


  Ron Ziegler, press secretary for President Richard Nixon, famously used the phrase during a 1973 apology to the Washington Post and journalists Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein. Ziegler had been insisting for months that the paper and its reporters were wrong in linking a burglary of National Democratic Committee Headquarters in the Watergate office building to the president's reelection campaign and especially in pinning responsibility for the crime on Nixon himself. When the stories could no longer be denied, Ziegler said, "We would all have to say that mistakes were made in terms of comments."69 He meant "I screwed up," but he didn't say that.


  On December 6, 1986, President Ronald Reagan used the same blame-ducking phrase in a speech, admitting that his administration had secretly, without Congressional approval, and in violation of an international embargo, sold arms to Iran.


  "While we're still seeking all the facts, it's obvious that the execution of these policies was flawed and mistakes were made," Reagan said about the scandal dubbed the Iran-Contra affair. (Reagan's people funneled profits from the arms sales to the Contras, who were rebels fighting Nicaragua's leftist government. That part was also illegal.)


  I'm calling Reagan's speech the first time ever that a sitting U.S. president actually said those words in public. (Nixon had others say "mistakes were made" on his behalf.) If I'm wrong about that, well, so what? Mistakes were made.


  Anyway, other presidents didn't wait long to chime in. George H.W. Bush wasn't even president yet when he said it. As Reagan's vice president, the elder Bush came to the Gipper's defense by repeating, "mistakes were made," about Iran-Contra. Bill Clinton, in his second day in office as president, said, "mistakes were made" about his choice of Zoe Baird as nominee for U.S. attorney general. (Baird had neglected to pay social security taxes for her chauffer and nanny.) Clinton said it again in 1997 about a White House meeting that mixed bankers, the nation's chief banking regulator, and the Democratic Party's top fund-raiser. (Did these people have interests in common? Of course. Was it ethical to bring them together to talk business in the executive mansion? Hardly.)


  A decade later, in 2007, Attorney General Alberto Gonzales (who apparently has a bad memory for things that happened right in front of his face) offered the line "mistakes were made" as an explanation for the apparently illegal firing of eight U.S. attorneys working under him.


  It's not necessary to be a head of state or a short, forgetful cabinet member to wrap one's self in the dubious implied nobility of such an admission. Hey, shit happens. Nobody's perfect. Everyone makes mistakes, right? There's plenty of blame to go around. Let's not start playing "the blame game" (the term used magnanimously in an effort to change the subject rather than acknowledge the obvious guilt of an accused person).


  We have larger, more important things to deal with. It's not relevant. He/she/it did nothing technically illegal. This is just a liberal vendetta against conservatives. Why does the press give Democrats (or minorities/feminists/Muslims/illegal aliens) a free pass on stuff like this? What if a Republican (or businessman/white person/Christian) had been accused of this same thing? Why, the media would rip him apart! Sigh… Kids today… The mainstream media … (purse lips in disgust)…


  (Note: The last two can be the excuse for just about anything.)


  Oh, and it works both ways. Any of the above language that sounds as if its being used by conservatives to express a belief that liberals are always getting away with things and not being held to account — well, it can be turned around to express a liberal's suspicion that conservatives tend to get special treatment. It's never fair, is it? It's never really our guy's fault. Even less is it our fault or my fault. Heaven forbid. Everybody does it. People do it all the time. Stop looking at me. Mistakes were made, but those other guys over there did something worse.


  Finding someone who admits to being responsible or accountable for what went wrong can entail quite a lengthy search. You'll probably have better luck with the lottery or helping O.J. find "the real killers."


  "Mistakes were made at AIG, and on a scale that few could have imagined possible." That was Edward Liddy, CEO of the insurance giant AIG in 2008, after his company almost single-handedly brought down the nation's financial system.


  Yeah. There were mistakes made and American taxpayers (without being asked if they wanted to) had to come up with $85 billion to bailout AIG. The U.S. Treasury, a little short on cash, borrowed the money. More bailout money was paid to other financial and corporate heavies who might be described, as the bosses of the legendary Enron often were, as "the smartest guys in the room." Later, we all found out that the bailout Congress authorized and President Bush signed into law in 2008 was only the tip of the iceberg. The Federal Reserve secretly handed out an additional $7.7 trillion to the "troubled" banks. That's trillion, with a "t."


  Requests for information about the specific nature of the mistakes and who made them are nearly always met with "… … … … …," the sound of nothing. In a noisy, busy, bustling world (and all of cyberspace), it suddenly gets very quiet.


  In February of 2002, President George W. Bush announced the ushering in of "a new era of personal responsibility." A little over two years later, when reporters asked him what mistakes he'd made during his first term in office, he said he couldn't come up with any off the top of his head.


  ''I don't want to sound like I've made no mistakes; I'm confident I have,'' the president said, but added, ''Maybe I'm not quick, as quick on my feet as I should be in coming up with one.''70 Bush didn't take a moment to "phone a friend" or "ask the audience" for help the way people on TV quiz shows do when they come up empty. Given that the audience was made up of reporters who'd covered his administration, somebody there probably could have pointed out a misstep or two — or a lot more — that he had committed. But no, the president couldn't name a single one.


  "There ought to be limits to freedom."

  

     — George W. Bush


  Perhaps it is unfair to single out former presidents, Pentagon officials, and corporate CEOs who presided over billions of dollars that just sort of got lost somewhere. Maybe I'm too hard on administrators whose programs appear to not just to fail, but to fail spectacularly, and managers who instead of addressing problems actually make matters worse. Maybe I shouldn't pick on educators who graduate students with high marks when they lack any discernable skills whatsoever — intellectual or otherwise. Mistakes were made, you know. What're you gonna do?


  The phrase "mistakes were made" is so common to the American lexicon now that it is also the title of a play, the name of a book and, since 2006, webcomics — "MWM!" or "Mistakes Were Made!," based on the online role-playing game Urban Dead.


  But, setting aside the mistakes and the disasters that followed the mistakes, the American public has a history of forgiving. Their inclination is to give another chance to people who acknowledge having done something wrong, apologize for it, cry in public, cover the cost of damages, and promise not to do it again.


  Of course, a much easier, but less costly solution in the short run is to denounce the messenger and decry the lack of people (other than oneself) taking responsibility for what went wrong, and then scramble to disassociate pretty much everyone who is really responsible for poor decisions that led to the rotten result. That second tactic raises the public's levels of cynicism, incivility, and distrust at times when government, institutions, businesses, and relationships need trust and belief to succeed. So, everybody loses, both in the short term and the long term.


  Admitting wrongdoing might seem like a pretty naïve (and potentially expensive) "strategy" in times when the "greed is good" chant is being trotted out again. But building trust and creating a bond worked in business and interpersonal relationships for a long time. The alternative approach produces a business environment that fosters anger, dissent, no sales, no customers, no brand loyalty, a strong anti-businesses sentiment, and plenty of extra time for walking in the park.


  "You know, we all have our inner demons. I, for one — I can't speak for you — but I'm on the verge of moral collapse at any time. It can happen by the end of the show."

  

     — Glenn Beck, radio and Internet TV "personality" who was fired by Fox News for being an idiot


  We could appoint a study group or a task force or an ad hoc committee to look into the matter… or we could just stop behaving like well-dressed incompetents and try returning to the hokey idea of integrity, service, quality and value that built the nation's businesses before those things became just empty words in ads. It's just a thought.


  Having spent some years working in public relations, teaching and writing about it, I can say with reasonable authority that the goal of PR is to increase awareness and to influence public opinion. But before one can increase awareness, it is useful to know what a subject's level of awareness is, and what opinions, if any, need to be reinforced or changed. I have chosen to call this process "research."


  The public's opinion of the two major U.S. political parties has tanked over the past decade or so. Polls indicate Democrats in Congress have serious unfavorable ratings and Republicans are in even worse shape. Upon learning this, the people calling the shots, whether their side's standing is just bad or extremely bad, dismiss the data because they do not believe in polls when the polling data is not favorable to them. Well.


  The "professionals" might do more than take polls; they might actually benefit from believing the polls they produce to tell them what matters most to their constituents. Instead of strategizing on how to come up with more excuses, partisan attacks, and exposés on whose housekeeper is an undocumented worker, they might consider fixing the problems — taking the pulse of the market, listening to the voices of everyday folks, and understanding people's needs, fears and concerns.


  To that, the professionals say ha! — sometimes twice! In place of solutions to problems, they just make up stuff.


  The late David Ogilvy, one of the most respected icons of the advertising business, was a great proponent of research. He wrote in 1962, "The consumer isn't a moron; she is your wife."


  Hmm. An interesting notion — that the public is not just a stupid, faceless mass to be manipulated, but people who might actually deserve respect in exchange for their business and support.


  Alas, a view that gets much more attention — and is taken more seriously — than Ogilvy's is one from H.L. Mencken in 1926: "No one ever went broke underestimating the intelligence of the American public." (Actually, that's the popularly misquoted, sort of truncated version of the quote that appeared in the Chicago Tribune back then, but it makes the point.) To hear many public figures tell it, the American people need to be told what they need to be told. They also need to be told what they know and what they want. They need to be told it by people who've never asked them what they need, want, or know by people who never asked them or did ask them and didn't bother to listen to their answers.


  Congressman Mike Pence spoke at a dinner sponsored by the American Spectator and said, "The American people know that trying terrorists like ordinary criminals puts international public relations ahead of public safety and makes a mockery of American justice."


  Really? Pence used the phrase "the American people know" five times in that particular speech before I stopped counting. Later, he told the Americans for Prosperity Foundation, "The American people know we can't borrow and spend and bail our way back to a growing economy."


  He added, "The American people know what works and what doesn't."


  Then he went on to tell NBC's Andrea Mitchell, "The American people don't want another speech on health care, they want another plan on health care."


  If you think I've just launched into another go-around on the big issues — health care, Social Security, tax cuts, revenue enhancements, employment, or the annoying carping that occurs between the political left and right — well, stop. That's not what this is about. Not primarily, anyway. This is about public relations. And about research. And lying.


  In business, decision-makers (also known as "deciders") know what they think, but typically do not act until they've seen reliable research that validates or challenges their opinions. In so-called "public service," on the other hand, there are an awful lot of idiots, those who just take it upon themselves to tell people what they want, what they need, what they should be doing, and what they know — whether they want it, need it, actually should be doing it, know it, or not. Our politicians, public officials, and even prominent so-called journalists — a significant number of them, anyway — don't respect the rest of us enough to really take us into account, except as fools to be misled and pigeons to be conned. They want our votes. They want us to buy their books and watch their appearances on TV. What we get in return is mostly smoke. We get the pontificator who starts with a compliment, then, with deep conviction, says what he or she thinks (or, more often, what his or her staff of advisors think) a particular audience wants to hear.


  Around the same time that Mike Pence was telling Andrea Mitchell about the American people's desires and insights, Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar addressed the American Petroleum Institute's board of directors using the same, hollow rhetorical device that Pence had.


  "The American people know that without a comprehensive energy and climate strategy we will fall behind in the twenty-first century," Salazar said.


  That really sounds like something the American people know. The bus driver, school teacher, undertaker, and the guy who delivers towels to the barber shop, have probably all been phoning each other on their lunch breaks to bitch about the country's lack of a comprehensive energy and climate strategy, a lack that will cause our nation to fall behind in the twenty-first century.


  And then there are these:


  
    	"The American people know that global warming is a silly myth."


    	"The American people want English as our official language."


    	The American people have always realized that marriage is not just any strange sexual relationship."


    	"The American people know that they voted for limited government."

  


  That last one was from someone named Joseph Pasulka, who, as best I can determine, posts opinions on several websites and writes letters to about half the newspapers in the United States after he has spoken with the American people. One of his posts a while ago ended with,


  "…Therefore, I sacrifice myself to accept the job of President of the United States."


  Note to Mr. Pasulka: I know I speak for the entire nation when I offer belated thanks for your generous offer to become, at great personal sacrifice, the leader of the free world. And to say, we'll get back to you on that. — jm


  So here's the question: Exactly where did Representative Pence, Secretary Salazar and Mr. Pasulka get their information? Really. How do they know what the American people know? Have they noticed that their conclusions tend to be at odds with data available from myriad sources? And how is it that all American people have chosen to share their opinions with these three men on crucial issues when it seems most people still can't decide between paper or plastic at Trader Joe's? And these guys seem pretty confident in their statements — as if they know what they are talking about...


  Take a cue from Pence and consider public opinion about health care reform, specifically the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, which President Obama signed into law in March 2010 and which Republicans have been trying to get declared unconstitutional ever since.


  (In the interest of full disclosure, [1] I have no broad knowledge of exactly how bad the health care system is or was in the United States; [2] I do know that, with most provisions of the act yet to go into effect, health insurance costs are still obscenely high, as are deductible and co-pay amounts, right at a time when people can least afford to pay them; and [3] both sides in the ongoing debate have done a really lousy job of explaining what the act will accomplish, assuming the Supreme Court doesn't overturn it (which may not be a safe assumption).


  (Oh, and [4] some participants in the debate offer arguments based on research that doesn't exist. We now return you to the rest of the book.)


  During the prolonged debate that led up to the bill's passage, critics charged that President Barack Obama wanted to establish "death panels" to decide when old people have lived long enough, that he was trying to put private insurance companies out of business and replace them with a government-run insurance company, that he was secretly plotting to cut Medicare benefits, and that the proposed plan would bankrupt America. Supporters of reform said that all of these charges were not only untrue but that they were, in fact, part of a campaign of outright lies intended to scare people into thinking they were better off keeping things as they were.


  The Associated Press investigated and found none of what Obama's detractors claimed was true, but that did not stop the same critics from repeating the charges. Neither did it stop proponents of the health care reform plan from protesting the distortions. Meanwhile, everyone else seems to grow more disgusted by the day.


  Consider:


  
    	A Time magazine poll taken in July 2009 indicated 56 percent approval for a public health insurance option to compete with private plans. The same poll showed that 69 percent of Americans thought it was important that Congress pass health care reform, 46 percent of those saying it was "very important" and the rest choosing the response "somewhat important."


    	That same month, a Gallup poll showed 56 percent of Americans favored Congress passing healthcare reform legislation within the year.


    	That November, a majority of polls showed steady support for a public option in a health care reform plan: Kaiser, 57 percent; Washington Post/ABC, 57 percent; New York Times, 65 percent; CNN, 61 percent.

  


  But on November 15, 2009, Senate Minority Leader Addison Mitchell "Mitch" McConnell said on "Fox News Sunday" that a majority of Americans don't want the Democrats' health care reform plan and that if Democrats go forward with reform, they'll be ignoring "the opinion of the American population." Fellow Republicans singled out the public option part of the plan as especially objectionable to most Americans.


  House Minority Leader John Boehner vowed to do everything he could to "stop this [health care reform bill] from becoming law [because] the American people do not want this."


  So it would appear that in this crucial instance, anyway, some congressional leaders heard the American people… then did something else. To be fair, it should be noted that in August of 2009, a Rasmussen Reports' poll found that only 42 percent of Americans supported the health care reform plan, a figure that had fallen five percentage points from two weeks earlier and was eight points lower than six weeks earlier. Rasmussen Reports' data often differ significantly from other major opinion polls, usually skewing toward the right, although organization founder Scott Rasmussen has denied any bias in the way his organization words questions or contacts respondents.


  So maybe McConnell and Boehner, along with their rank-and-file party membership, were selectively listening to just one poll over others. Or perhaps they were listening to something else entirely. Maybe the voices they heard in their heads were not really those of the American people, but those of K Street Washington lobbyists who give money to the officials in exchange for the officials doing their bidding. Of course, the officials did nothing wrong if the lobbyists "pretended" to be the American people or were lying, in which case we can say mistakes were made and move on.


  That's the story and it suggests someone is not being truthful. One of today's overused phrases — enough to probably make it a cliché — is "I'm not gonna lie to you." Whenever I hear people say it, I am pretty sure they are lying.


  John Hodgman, who appears on "The Daily Show with Jon Stewart" and is best known as the PC from the Apple Mac commercials, wrote a book he described as "fabricated untruths presented as fact." Its title is The Areas of My Expertise71. Apparently some of the people whose statistics are totally made up when they tell us what Americans know and want follow Hodgman's method: When you don't know something, just make it up. Hodgman, of course, tells us that he's just making up stuff; the others don't.


  ''I'm thinking about killing Michael Moore, and I'm wondering if I could kill him myself, or if I would need to hire somebody to do it... No, I think I could. I think he could be looking me in the eye, you know, and I could just be choking the life out."

  

     — Glenn Beck, May 17, 2005, radio and Internet TV personality, formerly of Fox News Channel.


  Lying to people (especially about things that can be checked in seconds) is a really bad PR strategy. But people who do it are counting on the public having poor listening skills. Or cultural idiocy.


  Here's something else: Banks, insurance companies, airlines, drug companies, and the oil industry all get a pretty good pummeling from special interest groups, legislators and much of the public. It would appear the companies and their respective industry associations could use a crash course in public relations. (I have an excellent book I can lend them — actually about ten books, and they are all available for purchase online or at better bookstores everywhere.) The charges hurled at all of these entities is that they overcharge and under-deliver. And when questioned on those two points…they don't seem to care.


  Many elected officials who love stepping in front of TV cameras seem proud of themselves when they block proposals that might help people, but never offer alternatives to someone else's ideas. And when pressed on those points… they don't seem to care.


  Does anyone remember those quaint old ads for cars, banks, air travel and thousands of other products and services? I mean the ads that promised high quality, low prices, courtesy, and guaranteed customer satisfaction. Whatever happened to those ads — and those promises?


  And what happened to the political campaign ads where excruciatingly humble and sincere candidates promised if we would send them to Washington, they would work for us — the people — and not for the special interest fat cats? What happened there?


  A reason public relations exists is to provide a process to calm the angry mobs and offer explanations or justifications for unpopular actions. Assuming a company or an organization is not run by total fools who like living on the edge, the least the public deserves are explanations that pass the smell test.


  You say bank fees, insurance rates, and prices for drugs, food and gas are soaring wildly out of control? Okay, there are reasons for that… really… Apparently they just don't seem to care.


  So the public looks at TV screens and sees villains trying to steal as much as they can before the sheriff gets to town and takes care of the situation. There are reasons nothing seems to be happening yet, right? The sheriff is coming, right? Meanwhile, good people who work for banks, insurance companies, and pharmaceutical manufacturers are not getting invited to parties. So much just seems so wrong.


  In 1966 the late Sen. Robert F. Kennedy began a speech with the words, "There is a Chinese curse which says, 'May you live in interesting times.' Like it or not, we live in interesting times..."72


  It was a good line — and, as it turns out, we still live in interesting times — though there is some doubt about whether or not it's really a Chinese curse. Some people seem to know more about curses than others. Maybe Representative Pence knows, seeing as how he seems to have such a great pipeline for finding out stuff.


  "I was dabbling into every other kind of religion before I became a Christian. I was dabbling in witchcraft, I've dabbled in Buddhism. I would have become a Hare Krishna but I didn't want to become a vegetarian. And that is honestly the reason why — because I'm Italian, I love meatballs!"

  — Christine O'Donnell, 1999


  "I'm not a witch."

  

     — Christine O'Donnell, running for U.S. Senate, 2010


  On his Christian Broadcasting Network program, "The 700 Club," the Reverend Pat Robertson commented on the earthquake in Haiti. His remarks received a great deal of media attention and bear repeating:


  "Something happened a long time ago in Haiti, and people might not want to talk about it. They were under the heel of the French, uh, you know Napoleon the Third and whatever, and they got together and swore a pact to the Devil. They said, 'We will serve you if you'll get us free from the French.' True story. And so the Devil said, 'Okay, it's a deal.' And, uh, they kicked the French out, you know, with Haitians revolted and got themselves free. But ever since, they have been cursed by, by one thing after another, desperately poor. That island of Hispaniola is one island. It's cut down the middle. On the one side is Haiti on the other side is the Dominican Republican. Dominican Republic is, is prosperous, healthy, full of resorts, etc…"73


  Please note the phrases, "uh, you know Napoleon the Third and whatever," "True story," and "so the Devil said, 'Okay, it's a deal.'"


  Napoleon the Third and whatever?


  Whatever?


  And how exactly does the Rev. Mr. Robertson know this is a true story and that the devil said, 'Okay, it's a deal'? Does he have a copy of a long-missing tape of conversations between the devil and the people of Haiti? Was he listening at the door of Haiti, possibly from the Dominican Republic side? Perhaps he had the prominent lawyer-dentist-real estate agent-activist Orly Taitz (who gained fourteen and a half minutes of fame by demanding to see President Barack Obama's "original" birth certificate to prove he was born in the United States and not Kenya, where she declared he was really born) locate and produce a copy of the Haitian people's original contract with the devil.


  According to research, Marion "Pat" Robertson is not supposed to be a stupid man. He is a graduate of Washington and Lee University and has a law degree from Yale Law School. He is considered a very savvy businessman who founded what is now Regent University. He started and later sold CBN Cable, first to Fox and later to ABC where it became the ABC Family Channel. "The 700 Club" is on the channel and a supposedly ironclad clause in the sales contract provides that future owners of the network, should the current owners decide to sell, cannot cancel Robertson's program. Even Jay Leno could not get a deal that sweet. Robertson's current net worth is estimated at somewhere between $200 million and $1 billion. It's in that range where people don't really notice if you're off by several million.


  So why did someone as high profile as Pat Robertson say something so stupid, especially when people around the world were responding compassionately to a horrific natural disaster? One answer is "because he can," but is that good enough? Or maybe it's because he is an idiot.


  Hard times are when businesses and public figures — even grandstanding yahoos like Donald Trump — can and should rise to the occasion. There is no better opportunity to earn respect from the public and create lasting goodwill than by doing good works and deeds in the wake of a large-scale crisis. The public is made up of consumers who remember the good guys who did the right thing when disaster struck and lives hung in the balance.


  "Principle is OK up to a certain point, but principle doesn't do any good if you lose."

  — Dick Cheney when he was White House chief of staff


  Is taking advantage of such a situation shamelessly opportunistic? Not at all; it's what intelligent people and smartly run companies and organizations do. They do well by doing good and by being good private and corporate citizens. The Rev. Pat Robertson's "true story," on the other hand, is an example — an opportunity — for people to see how a wealthy, successful, educated man can appear to be about as smart as a garage door opener, but not nearly as useful. The public also remembers who were the bad guys, the ones who tried to blame the victims, or the devil, when disaster struck.


  America's reputation, power and influence around the world are as much a function of what it says as what it does. A national crisis of confidence or low approval ratings for business or government leaders doesn't happen because some people were just born under a bad sign. It is the result of thoughtless, offensive, stupid remarks and acts of incompetence, insensitivity and sheer idiocy.


  It is no less egregious, but is easier to understand, why political activists seize any opportunity to advance their agenda at an opponent's expense.


  As a few million people probably know by now, a certain overweight, cigar-puffing radio "personality" whom former comedian-turned-U.S. Senator Al Franken referred to in a book title as "a big fat idiot," and whom syndicated radio host and progressive activist Stephanie Miller called a "drug-addled gasbag," said of the earthquake in Haiti that President Obama and Democrats would, "use this to burnish their, shall we say, 'credibility' with the black community — in the both light-skinned and dark-skinned black community in this country. It's made-to-order for them."


  When a caller to his program criticized his comments, Rush Limbaugh called her a blockhead and a bigot and said she was ill informed, adding, "Your mind is totally closed. You've got tampons in your ears."74


  Clearly, some people consider that to be entertaining and informative radio or Limbaugh would not be pulling in a reported $400 million a year. But did it need to be said? To insult the president, his party, or his policies because one doesn't agree is a Constitutional right. But to say a devastating natural disaster is "made to order for them" to exploit for political points is baseless and arrogant. And stupid. As the expression goes, "We can disagree without being disagreeable," just apparently not in this case.


  To also attack and insult an audience member using offensive wisecracks is childish and unprofessional. Rush Limbaugh is an idiot. And I mean that in the nicest possible way.


  The conventional wisdom right now is, if I don't agree with you and we are not on the same side or don't make the same choices, then you must be called out, considered wrong about everything, and it's open season for attacks and ridiculous assertions against you, true or otherwise. It's considered admirable by so many to stick one's chin out and profess to be patriotic, competitively patriotic, as in, "My flag is bigger than your flag." This attitude is prevalent in business, in politics and, alas, in society.


  "See, Barack's been talking down to black people on this faith-based...I want to cut his nuts off."

  — Reverend Jesse Jackson, caught on microphone after a Fox News Channel interview


  "Have you ever noticed how all composite pictures of wanted criminals resemble Jessie Jackson?

  — Rush Limbaugh


  Just a thought, but what if we tried, just tried, lowering voices and showing some understanding, tolerance, fairness, and respect for each other's opinions and decisions? Pretty radical, huh? And unpatriotic.


  Seriously, could we possibly just stop the trash-talking and attacking people for about a week and see how that works out? I'll try it if you will. A constructive idea and a bit of support would go a long way right now. Unless, of course, as the American people know, mistakes are made.


  
    

  


  6. Willard Romney, Walmart, and Other "People"


  "Back in the day," as kids like to say when referring to anything that happened from Adam and Eve getting kicked out of the Garden to around the year 2004, things were often compartmentalized — a place for everything and everything in its place. A room, a closet, a house of ill repute, a place to go to chill out… Our newspapers came in sections. They had a women's page, a sports page, an entertainment section, and a science section. There were regular columns on religion, broadcasting, space, sex, drugs, rock 'n' roll, serious drinking, and witchcraft; each had its neatly assigned place.


  Actually, newspapers are still organized pretty much that way, except all the sections and the pages are smaller. Not as many people read newspapers today and besides, all those subject areas, whether you sort them into categories or not, seem to have become tangled up. Everything — what we buy, read, watch, eat, believe; where we live, work, travel — is tied together through the business, communications, transportation, and advertising networks of our globalized, wired, networked world. From business to entertainment to news to health to education, it's all connected. And so much of it seems related to politics — from who gets paid how much to who has the fattest contract, is the victim of discrimination, is on strike, is getting "special funding," or is benefiting from illogical, unexplainable tax breaks. Mickey Mouse no longer runs Disney Studios and everyone seems to be in everyone else's business. A lot of it doesn't make sense.


  Huge business conglomerates group a lot of products and services into a single corporate structure, which has led to complex interrelationships between, for example, a television network and an appliance manufacturer. Comcast Corporation is the largest cable TV operator and home Internet service provider, and one of the largest home telephone service providers in the United States. It also holds a majority stake in the media conglomerate NBC-Universal. Its minority partner, GE, makes toasters, hydrocarbon process chemicals, door chimes, book lights, and airplane engines. Through its GE Capital division, it's also a financial services firm.


  As I noted in Chapter 4, Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation is another of the world's largest media conglomerates, owning the New York Post, 20th Century Fox studios, Fox Broadcasting Company, Fox News Channel, HarperCollins Publishing, the Weekly Standard, and the Wall Street Journal, all in just the United States, with a rich list of media companies — print, TV, and cable — around the world, including the prestigious Times of London and the Mercury, Tasmania's largest circulation daily newspaper. Oh, and of course, the Sunday Tasmanian.


  Viacom lists itself as a leading global entertainment content company, with media networks that include BET, MTV, VH1, Nickelodeon, Nick at Nite, Comedy Central, Centric, CMT, Spike TV, TV Land, and Logo — all adding up to approximately 160 networks around the world — plus "digital assets" and interactive content, as well as Paramount Pictures Corporation and other properties.


  The New York Times Company isn't nearly as sprawling as those, but it does publish the influential New York Times seven days a week, and owns the International Herald Tribune, the Boston Globe, fifteen other daily newspapers and more than fifty websites, and is a minority stakeholder in the Boston Red Sox.


  Corporate diversification makes good business sense, but so much of the power that controls much of the nation's and the world's communication systems — TV, print, Internet, and telephone service — is in the hands of a very few companies. That's not bad in a perfect world, but when such a company is run by an extremist ideologue, it has the potential to be very bad. In Chapter 4, I discussed Murdoch's influence on both politics and overall cultural idiocy. At his Fox News Channel, conservative politicians including Sarah Palin, Mike Huckabee, Rick Santorum, and Newt Gingrich get paid to expound when they aren't officially running for office.


  Of course these companies lead complex, confusing lives — buying and selling and merging with and splitting from one another. ABC, which started as a division of NBC, is now part of the Walt Disney Company, which has come a long way since it opened as a cartoon factory in 1939. CBS Corporation, another communications giant, owns not just the CBS Television Network but also publishing, recording, video distribution and other interests.


  The name CBS, of course, is one of the best-known and longest-established in broadcasting, but if you want an example of how mind-boggling these matters can get, consider that today's CBS Corporation, even though it owns CBS, is not the same company that owned and ran the broadcasting network until 1995. That's because Westinghouse Electric, maker of refrigerators, oscillating fans, and jet engines, bought CBS that year and soon after changed the Westinghouse name to CBS Corporation.


  Then in 1999, the company formerly known as Westinghouse, then CBS, was purchased by Viacom. But wait. That wasn't the same Viacom that is currently parent company of MTV, Comedy Central, TV Land and so on.


  This was an earlier Viacom, founded in 1971 as CBS Films, Inc. Confused yet? Viacom had been a part of the earlier CBS. It was a division involved largely in syndicating old CBS TV series. The network spun off the distribution branch as a separate entity because of a Federal Communications Commission rule that prohibited networks from owning syndication companies. (No, it didn't make sense and the rule was later repealed.) Actually, that version of Viacom was bought in 1986 by the movie theater company National Amusements, which then merged with Paramount Communications (a descendent of Paramount Pictures, which had been absorbed by Gulf + Western, an oil company). So then National Amusements/Paramount changed its name to — what else — Viacom.


  Anyway, in 1999, Viacom (formerly National Amusements, formerly Paramount, formerly Gulf + Western, formerly CBS Films) bought CBS. Then in 2005, Viacom spun off a new company, which called itself Viacom and took with it the division called Paramount Pictures. This new Viacom is the one that currently owns MTV. The old company stopped calling itself Viacom and renamed itself CBS Corporation.


  Whew.


  So, though there's an implicit danger in having one big company control so many aspects of entertainment and communication — especially if there were to be a zealot at the helm — this brief history suggests that great power can bring with it great instability. And confusion.


  Not that people who watched the TV network would have ever thought about, or even noticed, the shifts from one corporate ownership structure to another. CBS, in fact, was known for a certain consistency, at least in its news division. CBS News was long considered a bastion of solid broadcast journalism, especially during the nineteen years when legendary anchorman Walter Cronkite delivered the evening newscast. Of course, some disagreed. Conservatives often accused CBS News of pushing a liberal agenda — a charge that may have had its roots in the aggressive way White House correspondent Dan Rather covered the Watergate scandal in the 1970s.


  When Cronkite retired in 1981, Rather took the anchor chair and the accusations of liberal bias followed him. In 2004 CBS ran a story calling into question President Bush's record in Texas and Alabama Air National Guard units in the 1970s. The report was based on documents that turned out to be questionable, maybe faked. Rather hadn't faked them, of course, but the fact that he hadn't checked out the papers more thoroughly confirmed, in some people's minds, that he was out to get Republicans. Discredited, the anchorman left the "CBS Evening News" and not long after retired from the network.


  Note that Dan Rather, a reputed liberal accused of slanting the news, was not given a pass. He did not get a chance to shrug off his error and go on as usual. He did point out that his CBS bosses had found that "whatever mistakes were made, they were not born out of political bias."75 There's that phrase again, but Rather also apologized on the air. And he told the Houston Chronicle, "Listen, I've made every mistake in the book at least twice and I'm very much aware of how short I've fallen and how often."


  Surprisingly, or maybe not, one of Rather's fiercest critics had also been one of his fellow CBS newsmen. After almost thirty years at the network, the disgruntled correspondent Bernard Goldberg wrote the book Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the News. It was a bestseller. After leaving CBS, he followed with Rescuing America from the Media Elite and three more books, all berating what he saw as liberal bias in the news media, in entertainment, in academia, and in government. He became a commentator for Fox News, often at the side of Bill O'Reilly, where he continued his attacks on the "mainstream" media, liberals, Democrats, Barack Obama, and what he judged to be political correctness gone wild. (Even conservatives who trumpet Fox's status as the highest-rated cable news channel conveniently consider it to be outside the mainstream.)


  Goldberg's most ridiculous book is 2005's 100 People Who Are Screwing Up America.76 This is the author's roll call of characters, most of them famous, who said or did something that offended his born-again conservative sensibility. According to the book description on Amazon.com, it targets "miscreants who have made America a nastier place than it ought to be--a far more selfish, vulgar, and cynical place." Curiously, the list includes mostly Democrats.


  Okay, so a Republican is critical of Democrats — no surprise there — but who are the Democrats he contends are "screwing up America?" Con artists? Mobsters? Drug dealers? Skinheads? The KKK? No, on top of Goldberg's list of "people who are screwing up America," we find filmmaker and liberal activist Michael Moore. The list also includes such "screw-ups" as singer Barbra Streisand and actor Sean Penn. And an entry named "The Unknown American Terrorist."


  On July 13, 2005, Goldberg appeared on "The Daily Show with Jon Stewart" to promote his book. Stewart, largely regarded as leaning toward the liberal side — though his program routinely skewers those on the political left — criticized the list for suggesting that liberals who do not hold positions of power, for example Streisand, were responsible for problems in America, while conservatives who held powerful positions in the Bush Administration were not held responsible for anything. Goldberg agreed that the list included more liberals than conservatives, but responded that his book dealt with "cultural issues." Stewart countered that the book focused on a "culture war" he sees as largely fabricated, and that declining rates of homicide and teen drug use suggest that, in fact, American culture is not as troubled as Goldberg suggests. Stewart went on to assert that people who "say a bad word on television" don't affect people's lives, while government officials do.


  "I wish smart guys like you spent less time worrying about Barbra Streisand and more time worrying about Richard Perle or Karl Rove, or whoever the Democrats had in those positions during the Clinton years," he added.


  A good point. It's often interesting to see hard-line cultural idiots appear on "The Daily Show," ready to dump more of their crap, only to be taken down a peg by a comedian.


  Perusing this list, America learns that Goldberg apparently has issues with actress Janeane Garofolo. He names her repeatedly, under the headings "the dumb celebrity," "the vicious celebrity," and "the dumb and vicious celebrity." Other people screwing up America? How about Rick and Cathy Hilton?


  Who? You know, Paris Hilton's parents.


  Really, Bernard?


  Certainly some of the choices are obvious and hard to challenge, such as hatemonger David Duke or the late Enron criminal Ken Lay (who along with mad dog Michael Savage are among the rare non-Democrats on the list), but Anna Nicole Smith? Sure, the blond, surgically enhanced model and television personality was a mess. Anyone could see that well before her death from a drug overdose in 2007 (two years after Goldberg's book was published), but screwing up America? You think she had that kind of clout? She screwed up her life, and the lives of the people around her. But America?


  I notice there is no entry listed for "The Devil," a glaring omission for a Republican tome.


  Goldberg doesn't like entertainers who are "activists," especially when they are liberal activists such as Streisand, Penn, Tim Robbins, Harry Belafonte, Cameron Diaz, Linda Ronstadt, and Alec Baldwin. But movie, TV, and music stars are a big draw at fundraisers. That even includes conservative stars such as Jon Voigt and Chuck Norris, who famously backed Mike Huckabee's 2008 bid for the Republican presidential nomination. Politicians have been known to draw crowds, but few have much star power. Maybe that's why some legislators have tried their hands at the entertainment game.


  For a time, four Republican lawmakers sang together, billing themselves as The Singing Senators. They were John Ashcroft (R-Missouri), who went on to become George W. Bush's attorney general and tried to put clothes on the classical statues in the Justice Department; Larry Craig (R-Idaho), who was arrested for solicitation in an airport men's room; Trent Lott (R-Mississippi), who lost his Senate power after telling the 100-year-old ex-Senator Strom Thurman that the country might not have "all these problems" if Thurman had won the presidency in 1948 on the segregationist Dixiecrat ticket; and James Jeffords (Republican-turned-Independent, Vermont), who could not distance himself from these other characters fast enough.


  "The Singing Senators"77 performed on "The Today Show," appeared with the Oak Ridge Boys, sang at the Republican National Convention, and even recorded an album that, alas, failed to make Billboard's Hot 100. Senator Orin Hatch is another performing pol. Hatch writes and performs some of his original songs…in public.


  "I'm not gay. I don't do these kinds of things..."

  

  — Senator Larry Craig, upon being arrested for soliciting sex in a public restroom


  Of course there are people who turn from entertaining to running for office. Ronald Reagan (actor, governor, president), Arnold Schwarzenegger (body builder, actor, governor) and Sonny Bono (pop star, TV star, mayor, congressman) are probably the most famous examples. I don't know what it says about American politics that they were all Republicans, and all from California. Also Republican, but definitely not from California, Fred Thompson mixed a career as an attorney, movie actor, lobbyist, columnist, radio host, and U.S. senator from Tennessee. Thompson appeared in more than thirty films and co-starred on the TV series "Law & Order" (sometimes simultaneously). Then in 2008 he ran for president and no one cared.


  A couple of years later, Thompson got a new gig plugging reverse mortgages on TV commercials. His name didn't come up as the Republican candidates lined up at the starting gate for the 2012 presidential nomination. Of course it's hard to say when the campaigning for the privilege to face off against President Obama began. One could say it started about one second after the results of the 2008 election were announced, but clearly some of the candidates for 2012, anticipating the results, began running long before that — like, around 1970. Or maybe it just seemed that way.


  President Obama is of course the Democratic Party's candidate, despite Republicans having declared his presidency a failure several weeks before he took office. On the Republican side, we have had about a dozen or so candidates whom most Americans could not pick out of a lineup before the race started. Most Americans probably still couldn't. New York Times statistician Nate Silver analyzed the group and declared that the GOP field lacked "a widely praised figure who is held in esteem by both Democrats and Republicans, which may be a reflection of the candidates who have chosen to run or the increasingly polarized nature of our country's politics."78


  Or, as an honest Republican might put it: "We got nothin'."


  Willard "Mitt" Romney, who had been governor of Massachusetts for one term (2003 to 2007), was presumed to be the frontrunner because he had first declared his intentions to seek the presidency years before people named Herman, Rick, Ron, Michelle, another Rick, John, and Newt stood next to him on a stage, pretending to be contenders. Romney was absurdly wealthy, had nice teeth, and looked like a president. He had spoken at the 2004 Republican National Convention. I believe in his speech he mentioned he was very rich and looked presidential.


  Romney told the millions of people who had been out of work for more than two years before the 2012 elections that he knew how to create jobs; just look at his record in Massachusetts. A look at his record indicates he might be talking about jobs he created in other countries by outsourcing work, because his Massachusetts record of creating jobs is pretty pathetic.


  It's fascinating when a candidate says, "just look at my record," then just assumes no one will bother to do so because his or her record is abysmal. But that was what he urged people to do — to look at his record.


  Romney can point to the fact that he has come down on the right side of every campaign issue because he has, at various times, been on pretty much all sides of every issue. This should not be considered "flip-flopping" because he said his position has always been clear, whatever it was at the time. Okay, no flip-flopping… flopping maybe, but that's it.


  It's been said that to be elected president, a candidate must really want it — must have that "fire in the belly." Romney does not seem to have fire in his belly, though he did appear to be experiencing some acid reflux after eating a corn dog at the Iowa State Fair in August 2011.


  Romney will, as both Republicans and Democrats have asserted, apparently say anything to get someone's vote. As a result, he doesn't have passionate — or, for that matter, even the marginally better than indifferent — support from his own party's voters and politicians.


  Republicans have done everything short of raffling off a new Buick to encourage other, more viable candidates to come forward as an alternative to Romney and, they hope, excite the party faithful. No luck. The only takers have come from the why-not-me? section of the GOP pool, a group of wannabe and has-been pols that normally wouldn't make the cut against second-choice game show contestants willing to pay their own bus fare to the inauguration and stay to clean up afterward. If Mitt Romney is the Republican candidate in 2012 it is because, in the final analysis, he comes off as only somewhat less goofy and less annoying than his rivals.


  There is, however, a classic story involving Romney that stll seems like a worthy plot line of a possible Fox made-for-TV-movie. It centers around reports that Romney tied Seamus, a pet Irish Setter, to the top of his car for a family vacation trip. Several Conservative newspapers tried to dismiss the episode as "an Internet rumor" and criticized New York Times columnist Gail Collins for referring to it on numerous occasions in print. But the Boston Globe also ran the story and Snopes, an Internet fact-check site respected for its reliability — confirms the tale as true. Romney did indeed strap the dog in a carrier to the roof of the family station wagon for the twelve-hour drive from Boston to Ontario — and insists the dog "enjoyed it." He responds to critics by saying, "they're not happy that my dog likes fresh air."


  On another occasion, in an effort to win support from NRA members, Romney said he had been a "lifelong hunter," but later qualified his remark by saying, "I'm not a big-game hunter. I've made that very clear. I've always been a rodent and rabbit hunter. Small varmints, if you will."79


  If you will, indeed.


  But despite such idiocy, Republicans, who don't like Romney because he is a Mormon and because he keeps changing his positions on important issues and because he is viewed as either a moderate or even a liberal at times and because they find him soulless and boring — a real stiff — still acknowledge him as the brightest bulb in the GOP chandelier. The reason why has to do with his rivals appearing to be demonstrably bigger idiots. To wit:


  
    	"[S]ociety is based on…the future of the society. And that's what? Children. Monogamous relationships. In every society, the definition of marriage has not ever to my knowledge included homosexuality. That's not to pick on homosexuality. It's not, you know, man on child, man on dog, or whatever the case may be. It is one thing. And when you destroy that you have a dramatic impact on the quality."80 — former U.S. Senator Rick Santorum


    	"The Seventeenth Amendment is one of those where they were making...the states were historically more in control when they decided who those senators were going to be. They took the states out of the process at that particular point in time. So that's the...uh...the historic concept of checks and balances, when you had the concept of the federal government and the states. The Seventeenth Amendment is when the states started getting out of balance with the federal government, is my belief."81 — Texas Governor Rick Perry


    	''If we took away the minimum wage — if conceivably it was gone — we could potentially virtually wipe out unemployment completely because we would be able to offer jobs at whatever level.''82 — Minnesota Congresswoman Michele Bachmann


    	"When they ask me who is the president of Ubeki-beki-beki-beki-stan-stan, I'm going to say, you know, I don't know. Do you know?"83 — Herman Cain


    	"If the Soviet empire still existed, I'd be terrified. The fact is, we can afford a fairly ignorant presidency now." — Newt Gingrich 1992.

  


  These are some of the geniuses Mr. Frontrunner Romney has been up against, although Cain's campaign ran aground and no one ever thought Bachman stood a chance. One can only assume that every time one of them spoke in public, Romney celebrated.


  But here's where he lost me — this good-looking guy with the great education and the good hair, who is clearly the smartest boy in the room — the reason I think so little of him comes down to one phrase, uttered on a summer day at the Iowa State Fair:


  "Corporations are people."84


  I will try to remember that the next time I stop for coffee with Union Carbide or when I take the PotashCorp (the world's largest fertilizer company) to lunch at Denny's. It's perhaps one of the dumbest lines ever offered by a politician or any other human being. It shows so little respect for the intelligence of even the slowest among us (and, former Senator Santorum, I mean no personal disrespect here, really).


  Of course, Romney isn't the only one who thinks that corporations are people. You might say that a majority of the members of the U.S. Supreme Court share that view. In the 2010 case Citizens United v. FEC, the U.S. Supreme Court held unconstitutional a provision of the Campaign Finance Act that had placed limits on the amount of money corporations and unions could spend to support or oppose political candidates in the closing days of a campaign.


  The Court said, basically, that corporations and labor unions have the same First Amendment rights as individuals. So those smartass media people (let's blame them) simplified the decision and summarized it as, "corporations are people." Under this ruling, large corporations are free to spend virtually any amount of money — as much as they desire — on commercials, films, publications and virtually any form of political communication. The decision did not lift existing bans on direct contributions to a campaign, but who needs direct contributions when you're extremely wealthy and can pump unlimited money into political action committees, better known as PACs, which are not technically part of campaigns but can, especially through pricy "issue advertising," make or break one.


  The decision means government is for sale — not that it wasn't before the decision; in 2004, journalist Greg Palast published "The Best Democracy Money Can Buy,"85 a collection of his writings on the topic. But after the 2010 Supreme Court decision, big-money interests no longer have to pretend. They can openly buy politicians and even entire political parties without having to act as if regulation and legislation are enacted to provide fairness to the general public.


  So, while campaigning in Iowa on August 11, 2011, Willard "Mitt" Romney took exception to a vocal member of the crowd who said corporations should pay a higher tax rate. "Corporations are people, my friend," Romney said. Judging by the reaction of those attending his speech, Iowans did not agree. Apparently undaunted, he delivered the line at a couple of other campaign stops.


  So who are Romney and like-minded candidates counting on for support? It's reasonable to conclude from his own words that, come Election Day, Mitt will be expecting Exxon Mobil and Hewlett-Packard to join the line for the voting booth. Maybe I can call up Wal-Mart and we'll share a ride down to the polling place.


  My carpool buddy Wally — let's call him Wally — by the way, tops the Fortune 500 as the largest company in the world. It is by far the biggest retailer in the United States and, depending on your source, either the biggest or among the biggest non-governmental employers in the nation.


  Obviously, this is a huge and successful business, and yet it has done a terrible job of managing its public image, largely because of the way it has so often put profit ahead of basic decency — without considering what people might think.


  I observe things (when I remember to) and evaluate what I observe relative to business in general and to public relations, marketing, and education in particular. I note the numerous screw-ups that occur most days in business, politics, and life — so many of them the byproducts of cultural idiocy — and how they are offered up as "news."


  Such news often provides material for my work in communication studies and what is called "crisis management," or as I describe it in my book Crisis Marketing, "When Bad Things Happen to Good Companies."86


  The most basic part of Wal-Mart's business plan was the first thing that many social critics found unseemly, and which wound up in news stories. The corporation is infamous for building its giant stores at the edges of small or mid-size communities. The result in so many of those places was that the old business district, downtown, lost most of its merchants. Lesser retailers couldn't compete with Wal-Mart's prices because they couldn't get the deals from manufacturers and wholesalers that the super-volume chain could. So, they went out of business, and the center of many an American town became a sad collection of empty storefronts.


  Then came instance after instance of Wal-Mart's less-than-humane employment policies. It was charged with locking janitors in stores overnight, with hiring illegal aliens and forcing them to work seven-day weeks for less than minimum wage, of discriminating against women, of intimidating employees against joining unions, and more. Many of the accusations turned out to have a basis in fact.


  In 2008, the corporation agreed to pay at least $352 million to settle claims filed on behalf of hundreds of thousands of employees who said they had been forced to work overtime "off the clock," meaning without pay. In June 2011, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned a lower court's ruling in favor of 1.5 million employees who said Wal-Mart discriminated against them because they are women. The Supreme Court didn't rule that the women had no case but that the class action suit was too big.


  Oh, and this: Deborah Shank, an employee who suffered brain damage in a 2000 traffic accident, had health insurance through Wal-Mart. Needing long-term care that was not covered by her insurance plan, the disabled woman and her husband sued the trucking company whose driver had been at fault in the collision. They won a $700,000 settlement. After attorney fees, they were left with $417,000 to put in a trust for Shank's continuing care. That was, until Wal-Mart in 2007 sued the Shanks for $470,000. The mega-retailer had put a fine-print clause in its health insurance policy stating that any legal settlements paid to an injured Wal-Mart policyholder by a responsible third party cannot benefit the injured person. The money had to be used to reimburse Wal-Mart for expenses it incurred paying for health care. Wal-Mart said it had spent $470,000 on Shank and demanded it back. The story got out, of course, and after a loud public outcry, the company eventually backed down.


  So do Americans who shop Wal-Mart in droves also respect Wal-Mart? Do they admire Wal-Mart? Do they love Wal-Mart? Nope. Not all of them, anyway. A former teacher of the ethics of mass communication at Kent State University, Rob Jewell, used to poll his students on the subject of unethical businesses. Which company did the students pick as least ethical every semester? You guessed it.


  "Wal-Mart's plan is bound by very specific rules. ... We wish it could be more flexible in Mrs. Shank's case since her circumstances are clearly extraordinary, but this is done out of fairness to all associates who contribute to, and benefit from, the plan."

  

     — John Smiley, Wal-Mart spokesman


  "No amount of PR and no number of company blogs can make a bad company look good — or smart," wrote journalism professor and author Jeff Jarvis in 2008. On his website, BuzzMachine, he singled out Wal-Mart as "the poster pig for that lipstick." Jarvis, on the faculty of City University of New York Graduate School of Journalism, continued: "Again and again, [Wal-Mart] and their PR people are forced to apologize. And it's clear: They never learn. The culture remains venal. Management remains blind to the fact that their moral myopia is bad for the brand and bad for business."


  So why does a company with the enormous resources of Wal-Mart not find someone to come in and caution corporate management that it has been driving down a very dark and dangerous road?


  One reason might be that so many public relations people aren't actually relating to the public anymore. PR people used to operate behind the scenes, analyzing a problem and developing a plan to address it. They stayed out of sight; no one outside the PR industry knew their names. It was advantageous to leave few if any fingerprints. It was supposed to look as if the corporate client had done all the good stuff on its own. It was supposed to appear that good news about a company found its way to the media not because some PR type planted it but because of the aggressive actions of dogged reporters and editors who had a view of the world from their cluttered desks.


  Good PR people used to know how to do their job — that job being to create greater awareness and understanding of a subject and influence how people feel about it, without becoming part of the narrative themselves. The best PR people still know how to do that.


  But times have changed. Some PR professionals today are better known than many of their clients. They are regularly on TV and radio, being interviewed, debating on panels, acting as commentators or pundits, writing op-ed pieces and blogs. They are advocates, consultants and "spokespersons" who deliver "talking points" — messages usually so packaged and predictable that listeners, viewers and readers know what they are going to say before they say it. Inevitably, the public just tunes out, turned-off by the too familiar, slick evasions and non-answers the well-paid professionals offer, regardless of the question or issue.


  Good PR people are and always have been problem-solvers who don't forget that the point of their work is to advance the client's case, not to pump up their own reputations. Good PR people know that everyone else knows things go wrong. People screw-up — even if they are CEOs or well-known public figures or the largest retailer in the world. When a pattern of bad behavior emerges, the worst kind of PR person a client can have is one who advises that the crisis can be "handled" by showing how great the company looks with a new hairstyle. (The lipstick-pig analogy is getting tired.) That kind of advice doesn't help.


  Lying is never a good PR strategy. PR is problem-solving — a skill, not an act to rehearse for a week and take on the road. Some years ago, self-help author Peter McWilliams, who died in 2000, wrote a pretty good book called Life 101: Everything We Wish We Had Learned About Life In School — But Didn't.87 He self-published the book and sold about a zillion copies of it. It's simple stuff, with four hundred pages of advice, anecdotes, big type, and quotations. People seem to like that. Anyway, I was interested when I came upon this passage while rereading McWilliams's book, which was originally published in 1991: "When you make a mistake, admit it. If you don't, you only make matters worse."


  McWilliams attributes that bit of logic to Ward Cleaver, the TV dad in the family comedy series "Leave It to Beaver," which ran from 1957 to 1963 and is still around on some cable channels. The statement is also a major tenet of public relations and is the first rule of crisis management. So a TV comedy show from a half-century ago and a twenty-year-old self-help book contain a simple truth that, when applied today as a business principle, can save a lot of time, grief, and money. Sometimes life can be that simple.


  The U.S. economy is still in bad shape (as is much of the world's economy) and might well be for some time to come. Despite its seeming avalanche of bad publicity and attacks by various interest groups, Wal-Mart remains enormous, growing, and profitable. It has successfully built a reputation for low prices, and low prices help people get by, even when they might prefer to shop somewhere else. Despite my focus on its critics, Wal-Mart does have fans. A lot of people actually like shopping there.


  The late Sam Walton, founder of Wal-Mart (as well as the imaginatively named Sam's Club) was a hard-driving businessman who knew how to make money. He also understood a few things about PR. He chose, for several years, to be the largest single sponsor of the Children's Miracle Network, a consortium of children's hospitals. His rationale for donating millions was that the people the hospitals served were his customers and he wanted to give something back to them — to thank them for their business. After his death, his successors bailed on the hospital support, a big mistake both in terms of what's right and what's good PR (which, actually, should be the same thing).


  Walton also started two non-profit charitable organizations, the Wal-Mart Foundation in 1979, and the Walton Family Foundation with wife Helen in 1987. These continue to support various philanthropic efforts such as scholarships (Wal-Mart) and environmental projects (Walton Family) but Wal-Mart at the corporate level has consistently managed to let the bad publicity overwhelm the good.


  An ongoing PR program is a good business decision. Pretending to care when you don't is not. Remember, you can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people all the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time. That's a famous quote attributed to Abraham Lincoln… or possibly to his public relations person.


  Maybe part of what's wrong with the current state of public relations is that business management types aren't able to grasp how bad they can appear. They believe their image is better than it really is and act accordingly. I noted early in this book that a Nobel Prize-winning psychology study found that stupid people don't think they are stupid. They're too dim to understand how incompetent they are. Some are dumb enough to believe themselves smarter than other people who really are intelligent. Similarly, according to a separate study, most of us think we're hotter than average.


  Okay. So we don't know that we're not smart and we think we're pretty hot. Dumb and vain. Maybe that's where the expression "a prescription for disaster" came from.


  In 2010, an article on the website TODAY.com observed, "We're fatter than we've ever been; at the same time, our idea of the 'ideal' body has gone from lean to impossibly leaner. Still, we're pretty damn pleased with the way we look, a new survey suggests.


  "In an msnbc.com/ELLE magazine survey, about 60 percent of men and women alike said they were pretty satisfied with the way they look… even though many…admit they wouldn't exactly call their bodies 'ideal.'"


  The data showed that most people consider themselves better looking than the average person, according to a survey of nearly 26 thousand msnbc.com and ELLE.com readers between ages eighteen and seventy-five. That's quite an age range. Data from the 2010 U.S. Census puts the median age in America at 37.2 years, the highest ever. Life expectancy for somebody born in 1970 is 70.3 years. For a child born in 2010, according to the Census Bureau, it's 78.3.


  The survey was conducted by UCLA and California State University, Los Angeles, researchers, who observed: "The under-30s are an especially confident group: 28 percent of young women and 30 percent of young men rate themselves between an 8 and a 10."


  A ten? Are almost a third of young adults, if judged objectively, perfect tens or close to it? I can't claim to know and there's no such thing as objectivity when judging physical attractiveness, but I suspect there's some self-delusion in those self-evaluations. We'll chalk it up to youth. After a certain age — as the cataracts start to blur our vision, we jump a couple of pants sizes, and there's more hair in the bathroom sink than on our scalps — it's a lot harder to see only what we want to see. At what age does the average American wake up, look in the mirror, see an old prune there, and think I'd better call MSNBC and ELLE magazine today and get another look at that report?


  Enjoy it while it lasts.


  Americans tend to think they're hot, it says here, yet at the same time so many of us seem desperate to change, to improve. We want to look different, act different, be different. We want to be other than what we are, someone or something better. According to the fashion magazine Marie Claire, "Americans want to look Brazilian, Mexicans want to look Colombian, and the French want to look like Julia Roberts." The article goes on to explain how women are seeking these looks, "reinventing themselves" by coloring their hair.


  A 2011 Harris Poll reported that only about 33 percent of Americans think of themselves as "very happy," which is a slight decrease from 2010. Men appear to be a little less happy than in previous years while women are getting a little happier. White people are happier than African Americans, in general, and rich people are happier than poor people. Of course it depends which questions a pollster asks. If you ask Americans how they feel about U.S. politics, as a 2011 Gallup Poll did, you'll find that 80 percent are very unhappy.


  Another study, this one conducted by the University of Maryland in 2008, showed that the least happy Americans are those who watch the most TV, while happy people read, socialize, and have sex. In fairness, though, while it appears television may be linked to depression, along with obesity and moral decay, it has also made viewers aware of some great specials on mattresses.


  For many people, life is hard. Understandably, they may pray for something that could change their luck, change their lives (a winning lottery ticket; a decent-paying job; free Angus burgers, Republicans getting bounced out of office…). But contrary to widely held belief, for many people, life's actually not horrible; it has just come to be viewed that way on the larger scale. Angry people get the attention and a lot of people are angry right now.


  Marketers, advertisers, and public relations professionals are reading opinion surveys. They understand the difference between perception and reality and how, if the perception is widespread enough, it becomes reality. 


  As Yogi Berra supposedly said, "Ninety percent of this game is half mental."


  People respond to change-your-life messages when they believe their lives are lacking something. They decide they need a transformative boost. Pop psyche programs of the 1970s and '80s (est, TM, Lifespring, and others) and the 2006 bestselling DVD and book The Secret promised keys to richer, better lives. The Secret came down to this: If you can visualize yourself being happy and can convince yourself you are happy, your perception of your life will become your reality. That's actually the $1.99 version; the whole story is longer and the video has some beautiful footage of oceans and waterfalls.


  It's ridiculously simplistic, of course; but millions of people insist this method works for them and it's on the level. Certainly it has done well for author Rhonda Byrne and her video production accomplices, who have sold millions of copies of both book and DVD.


  Gurus and many doctors say the change people seek can be found within them. Perhaps, but we have a tendency to focus on the outside — on the hip hairstyle, fashionable clothes, and status-symbol possessions. Marketers ceaselessly chant their mantras to convince consumers that what will really change their lives for the better is a new BMW or Escalade, a Carnival Cruise, cosmetic surgery, or even a new kind of vacuum cleaner.


  Selling the message that change is good and pushing products that promise to improve people's lives is what marketers do. Is it wrong? Are marketers taking advantage of people's gullibility or just supporting their need to believe in something? To quote self-help author McWilliams, who in turn was quoting the late Walter Cronkite after a half-hour of usually bad news, "…that's the way it is."


  Liberty League International, a "home business opportunity" that is sometimes referred to as a scam, has a program called "Change Your Life in 90 Days." Glamour magazine, which apparently counts dissatisfied women as a major part of its audience, often includes the phrase "change your life," in headlines such as "Eight Ways to Change Your Life" and "How One Recycled Date Can Change Your Life." Clearly, readers are dissatisfied, and they're impatient about it. Also from Glamour, "Change Your Life in 31 Days," hardly more than a third of the time that Liberty League says it can be accomplished.


  Too long? There are books whose titles promise faster transformations. They include Change Your Life in 30 Days by Rhonda Britten, Change Your Life in Seven Days by Paul McKenna, and Change Your Life in 60 Seconds by DeCarlo Eskridge.


  That last one claims to be not only "a powerful life-changing book" but asks only one minute of your time. What could possibly be more American than changing one's life in one minute? Oh, wait, here it is: The 45 Second Presentation That Will Change Your Life by Don Failla.


  It's cultural idiocy.


  So many Americans long to change their lives that there's a self-help industry devoted to it. Beyond the books and videos, there are seminars, retreats, spas, and life coaches for one-on-one guidance. Then there are those other people who, in popular parlance, need to "get a life." People lose themselves in Justin Bieber or superhero comics or Jane Austin. Their obsessions help them avoid thinking about mundane aspects of everyday existence.


  It's not necessarily unhealthy to be a fan. To paraphrase the late Dean Martin, everybody likes something sometime. But there are fanatics, devotees, and aficionados who go overboard about cultural phenomena ranging from classic TV sitcoms to polka bands to vampire lore to antique collecting to the Chicago Cubs. Does a trekkie who wears the StarFleet outfit, ears and all, qualify as cultural idiocy? What about coupon clippers or someone who regularly/religiously makes the rounds of flea markets?


  An easy guideline to remember is:


  
    	If it is something you find interesting and


    	it does not cost you more than you can afford to lose and


    	it doesn't hurt anyone and


    	it doesn't end with your being on "America's Most Wanted" or "Dancing with the Stars" or in prison…

  


  …it's probably harmless. Will it change your life? For now, it's a secret.


  On January 8, 2010 the world observed what would have been the seventy-fifth birthday of the late Elvis Presley, whose legions of devotees both before and after his death in 1977 have been among the most loyal of any cultural phenomenon (and he certainly was one) ever. Marketers cleverly called the event Elvis 75, which is, coincidentally, the title of a collection of his greatest hits released just for the occasion. It was the first new Elvis greatest hits collection to be released in over a week.


  Elvis has been the subject of more commemorative occasions than there are days in a year and each has been hyped as more special than the one before. This milestone was celebrated all year long with festivities and products, including:


  
    	Parties at Graceland


    	Concerts featuring Elvis impersonators


    	A new production, "Viva ELVIS" by Cirque du Soleil, staged in Las Vegas


    	Elvis Cruises from Carnival Cruises, leaving from Jacksonville, Florida and stopping at Nassau, Bahamas


    	A free Elvis Mobile application optimized for Apple's iPhone and iPod Touch


    	A movie suggesting Presley has spent the past three decades in outer space

  


  Of course, we probably all know someone we believe has spent the past three decades in outer space — or should have… But enough about me; let's those of us "of a certain age" embrace the fact that the icon of rebellious youth and the spirit of rock 'n' roll — whether "technically dead" or alive, turned seventy-five — the hair still a greasy jet black, lip still curled, a new hip replacement swiveling as if it were powered by a Mustang engine, maybe a skosh more fabric in the seat of the jumpsuit, but as shook up as ever.


  Some of the biggest talent in marketing was on the job for Elvis's three-quarter century jubilee. It would be interesting to see if any of their ideas are transferable to other subjects or companies. After all, we're coming up on the Big Number Seventy-Five for the Horseless Carriage Club of America, Detective Comics (DC), Daffy Duck, Disney's Snow White and the Seven Dwarfes, the Golden Gate Bridge, George "Mr. Sulu" Takei, and Jane Fonda (and we're having the party at my place).


  And for those a little lagging in the math department, there's still time left before Elvis turns one hundred. Thank you. Thankyouverymuch.


  Often a mention of the iconic Elvis brings back memories of bygone days. Some, as is the case with the late James Dean or the late Marilyn Monroe, are forever frozen in time as they were. Others are still among us and, to put it kindly, have not aged well.


  Yes, Virginia — or Virgil, as the case may be — the day comes when children grow-up. Life changes and their younger years recede into distant corners of their memories. It happens to all of us, even the forever young-seeming Beach Boys. Two of the three Wilson brothers died quite a while back and bandleader Brian Wilson went crazy for a while, then got better. At least the survivors are still singing. Co-founders Brian, Mike Love, and Al Jardine, along with longtime band member Bruce Johnston, have been making noises about a reunion album. Love turned seventy in 2011 and Brian Wilson will hit that mark in 2012. That's a little hard to face. I like to think of them all as still mere lads, out there singing and surfing through an endless summer.


  Even for perennial "Boys," years and people just seem to drift away… And, too often, so does the idealism and the hope for… what? For a better… something.


  I remember the words of a Statler Brothers song from 1972: "And the class of '57 had its dreams/ Oh, we all thought we'd change the world with our great works and deeds/


  … But things get complicated, when you get past eighteen…"


  Looking back now, it's amazing how profound a country music song can be sometimes, even when it's not about trucks or trains or prison. The 1960s and '70s were explosive — war in Vietnam, assassinations at home, street riots from Chicago to LA, the youth movement, the counter-culture, hippies, drugs, the sexual revolution — and all of it seemed to be set to music.


  Elvis is dead. It was in all the papers. So are John Lennon and the great Bobby Darin, Mary Wells, Buddy Holly, Dusty Springfield, George Harrison, Michael Jackson, Ricky Nelson, Mama Cass Elliot, John Phillips and Denny Doherty (who together were the Papas) … all deceased. R.I.P. There are many others, of course — Jimi Hendrix, Jim Croce, Jim Morrison, a couple of other Jimmys, and James Brown…


  In 1971 Don McLean sang about "the day the music died" for eight minutes and thirty-six seconds, but the actual death took place over many days, spread over decades. The people we remember for contributing some of the best music to the soundtrack of our lives didn't all die at once, of course. And despite hard living and significant amounts of chemicals ingested, some of them are actually still alive. Mick Jagger, for example (though admittedly opinions vary on Keith Richard).


  Michael Nesmith, once of the Monkees, in his film Elephant Parts described Elvis Presley as someone "who helped shape our early moral judgments." That could be said of some of the others named above as well.


  But rock 'n' roll music was only part of it. The music followed baby boomers through the American graffiti of the happy days, into Camelot and across the new frontier, and it all seemed to end in the killing fields of Cambodia and Vietnam, emerging later in strawberry fields to let the sunshine in, with long hair, and a taste for revolution. Those who came out as young urban professionals became a highly coveted demographic segment, sought and courted by media and advertisers.


  I think it was former President Clinton who said, "If you look back on the sixties and think there was more good than harm, you're probably a Democrat. If you think there was more harm than good, you're probably a Republican."


  Just mentioning the names of some of the old rockers can still bring a smile, not because they were all especially talented, but because they were just part of the time.


  Can it be that it was all so simple then, or has time rewritten every line…?


  It was fun. And then it wasn't. So we moved on. We grew up. Times changed. And every now and then, something happens to remind people of my generation how much people who don't die can change in surprising ways. What would Elvis be like today at seventy-five? Would he be singing "Heartbreak Hotel" on the retirement home circuit from Tupelo to Boca Raton? Or James Dean, who would be blowing out eighty birthday candles in February, if he'd only taken the bus that day...Would he be trading quips about his grandchildren with Jay Leno? James Dean would be four years older than Larry King is. Would he be a vegan or support the war in Afghanistan?


  If we had a chance to do it all again… would we? Could we? (Okay, I'll stop that now.)


  Somehow the loafers, white bucks and saddle shoes got traded for some very expensive wingtips. And sometimes it hurts to see where the good times went.


  For example, in an article of more than three thousand words (that's about ten single-spaced typed pages) Terry Krepel, a veteran reporter and the founder and editor of ConWebWatch, which monitors conservative news websites, wrote about a name from the past — a former pop culture icon — who it appears still walks the earth, the singer Pat Boone. Or as he now introduces himself in campaign ads for conservative issues, "Yes, that Pat Boone."


  I remember him. And all those old 45 rpm Dot records — "Why Baby Why," "Don't Forbid Me," "Tutti-Fruiti," "Love Letters in the Sand," "April Love," "Moody River," and the who could forget the lilting "Speedy Gonzales"? He was the ultimate white-bread interpreter of the songs of Little Richard and Fats Domino. The title of Krepel's article is, "Pat Boone, Obama-Hater: The squeaky-clean fifties pop icon gets down and dirty in peddling lies and smears about the president."


  Whoa. A long title. And heavy.


  It seems Boone, now seventy-six and still singing, sort of, also writes a weekly column for the conservative website WorldNetDaily and the conservative online magazine Newsmax. It's a column he uses as a forum for his conservative politics — which is fine, except when things he writes are untrue. Some of his opinions are extreme, while others are just nuts.


  Boone has described "the current occupant" of the White House — that would be President Obama — as someone who "has purposely brought a whole flock of social and political voracious varmints with him into our House," likening this to "a very real infestation of termites and rodents."


  He discusses "tenting," a process in which "experts come in, actually envelope the whole dwelling in a giant tent — and send a very powerful fumigant, lethal to the varmints and unwelcome creatures, into every nook and cranny of the house. Done thoroughly, every last destructive insect or rodent is sent to varmint hell — and in a day or two, the grand house is habitable again."


  He's talking about the White House. But, voracious varmints? Termites? Rodents? Did the once-wholesome, very righteous, mom-and-apple-pie-God-bless-America Christian-who-baptizes-people-in-his-swimming-pool who once sang "Gee, But It's Lonely," really refer to the President of the United States as a varmint, a termite and a rodent? Yes, apparently he did.


  In another of his columns, Boone published a letter written to America's first lady. It read:


  
    Mrs. Obama, I'm Oskar Steinhaven, your next-door neighbor. We met once, when you and your husband were looking at this property, before you bought it. Remember? I told you my family and I were planning to buy this place. But somehow, you and Rezko made a deal for you to buy it, for less than I had already offered.


    You see, my family has lived in this area for over 80 years. We used to own all the land here, but our grandfather had to sell most of it in the Great Depression, keeping only our home next door. But our family has always felt this is still our land, and we've always intended to reclaim it. We were quite upset when you bought it and moved in, and then added another parcel to it. We tried to reason with Mr. Rezko, but he didn't listen or care about our heritage, our history on this very land.


    But then your husband was elected president, and whenever you come here, the place is swarming with Secret Service and other police; thousands of people drive by and gawk. We've had to just put up with it. In our neighborhood.


    And now, worst of all, you're planning to build other structures in the backyard — housing for security, a bomb shelter, huge satellite dishes, maybe even a guest house … who knows what else?


    We feel this is still our property, and we intend to have it again. You don't need it, and you keep adding things we don't want. We're seeking an injunction to prevent these additions.


    And one more thing. This is not a threat, just an observation. Our uncle Hermann was accused of running a Nazi camp; he told us it was a rest home for the elderly, the infirm, the undesirable. And we believe him. Yes, almost all of the people in his camp were Jews — but your husband gives us the impression he doesn't care much for those people or their precious Israel, so maybe we have that in common. But regardless, I'm just saying that, just as you found a way to buy this property, for less than its market value, we will find a way to reclaim it. It's ours, and we want it back.

  


  Boone then added, by way of purported explanation (or was it an attempt at a disclaimer for what appear to be the ramblings of a crazy old coot?):


  
    The preceding is fiction, of course. But if it were true, how long do you think it would take President Obama to have this man dealt with, perhaps never to be heard from again? Do you think he or his wife would accept the man's claim, apologize, or stop their additions and maybe just deed the property over to him? No? Well...that's what Mr. Obama seems determined to force on Israel.

  


  Krepel, who included the above in his article, added, "Sorry, it still doesn't make sense," to which I must agree — and I've read it several times now.


  Boone is also, apparently, a "birther" — a member of that merry band of patriots who believe that, no matter what he says, President Obama is not actually an American citizen, thus he is not eligible to serve as president. In a June 27, 2009 column, he wrote of the Certification of Live Birth released by the Obama campaign, "Some found the document, which does not list the hospital of birth or attending physician, to be fake." 


  In that rant, he was talking about the standard Hawaii birth certificate, which is what the state issues as proof of birth regardless of whether the baby grew up to be president or a pole dancer. People born in that state use this document to get driver's licenses, passports, and Social Security cards. But it wasn't good enough for Boone. He joined other birthers (the ridiculous Donald Trump prominent among them) in demanding that Obama release the "long form" birth certificate, the one that the hospital fills out and sends to the state. Boone said it didn't exist. The Obama White House, which was a little busy with things like foreign affairs and the economy and so on, checked with the State of Hawaii to see if they could get the long form. Turns out, the state doesn't release those. They keep them on file but issue the shorter version.


  Finally, in April 2011, with Trump hollering about running for president and building his supposed campaign on the charges that Obama was not really American, the president's people took the time to pull some strings, get a copy of the "long form" and post it on the White House website.


  Trump shut up. At least he shut up about the birth certificate. But Boone? He said the long form birth certificate posted online was a fake, a duplicitous bit of Photoshop manipulation.


  Sorry, Pat. The people who operate FactCheck.org have "seen, touched, examined and photographed" the certificate, as they state on that website, and declared it to be authentic — a claim that has not been contradicted by anyone not wearing a tin-foil hat.


  In other Boone idiocy, Newsmax had to remove a veiled homophobic illusion from the singer's 2010 rant against then-Supreme Court nominee, now Associate Justice of the Supreme Court Elena Kagan, whom Boone described as an "otherwise nice woman who likes her softball."


  Pat Boone has also used his column to declare that the White House has been turned into a mosque:


  
    This isn't easy to write. It's not fun to say. It's virtually unthinkable to realize and acknowledge.


    While the controversy still rises and rages on, around the proposed 'Cordoba House' mosque and Muslim cultural center right on the edge of Ground Zero, where the World Trade Center stood till Sept. 11, 2001 — there is a world-famous building, dedicated by its current residents to similar purposes, in the middle of Washington, D.C.


    We call it the White House.

  


  Other columns just go on and on, accusing the president and those close to him of being Socialists, Marxists, and a few other-ists.


  In 2003, conservative radio host Lara Ingraham published a book called Shut Up and Sing, her advice to singers, actors and others among the "Hollywood elite" who support liberal causes and candidates — the kind of stars featured prominently on Bernard Goldberg's list of screw-ups. The message was essentially that performers should perform and stay out of political discussions.


  Also that year, the country music group Dixie Chicks, three women from Texas, stirred controversy when lead singer Natalie Maines told a crowd at a London concert that she and her bandmates did not agree with George W. Bush's decision to go to war in Iraq. She said they were ashamed that the president was from Texas. The British crowd cheered, but the statement made many U.S. country music fans angry — the conservative, more-patriotic-than-thou crowd, especially in the South. Country radio stations stopped playing Dixie Chicks records and the members got lots of hate mail. One threat against Maines borrowed the title of Ingraham's book. The letter said that if she didn't shut up and sing she would be killed.


  While it's difficult to understand how someone can both "shut up" and "sing" (perhaps it's a Southern thing), it's advice that Pat Boone might benefit from taking.


  Everyone, of course, has a right to his or her opinion — even former squeaky-clean, wholesome, boy-next-door pop singers. Pat Boone can be a conservative Republican if he chooses. It is unlikely he will be accused of setting a bad example for young people, unless one's definition of young people is seventy-year-old white guys in Mississippi.


  But when I think back to Pat Boone's heyday and the decade or so that followed it, to the greaser days of record hops and malt shops and — okay, maybe taking a whiff of the occasional joint I was holding for a friend while he was in the Army — the good times make me smile and the bad times remind me we are an imperfect species living imperfectly.


  Yet, when a performer who once tried to convince people to buy into his cultivated "nice guy" image turns into a mean-spirited, hate-speech-spewing, phony patriot (and I mean that in the nicest way) who uses his celebrity to spread ugliness and promote divisiveness, it's time to unplug the jukebox.


  Most of us who've grown up know life can be hard, but it doesn't have to be. We can still reach out and touch somebody's hand. In the words sung by the Youngbloods in 1967, "C'mon people now/ Smile on your brother/ Ev'rybody get together/ Try and love one another right now/ Right now. Right now!"


  That's three "right nows"! This is serious business. And it's sad, but it really doesn't need to be. The trash-talk, really, is just so yesterday.


  And on a personal note: Pat, if you should ever wake up, see the light, smell the coffee and find the bluebird, come on over. Sure, you seem like a cantankerous old coot, but there's still enough peace and love to go around. And, to be honest, I never get tired of hearing you sing "Bernadine."


  And how did I even get onto the subject of Pat Boone? It was by way of looking at public relations, a field that seems to be infected by the inability of either corporate entities or the PR specialists they hire to understand that there is power in truth and justice, in good faith practice. So many of them can't see it; they can't see their own weaknesses. They're eager to exploit the public's vulnerabilities, of course, and opportunistically attuned to the fact that many people are dissatisfied and eager for change while others wistfully lose themselves in hobbies, enthusiasms, and sometimes (in extreme cases) even nostalgia for the great old songs of the fifties and sixties.


  Meanwhile, the state of public relations, and public awareness, reaches new lows. In early 2011 in Arizona, a gunman shot U.S. Representative Gabrielle Giffords, a Democrat, and eighteen other people. Six of them died. A New York Times headline the next day read, "Bloodshed Puts New Focus on Vitriol in Politics."


  A day later, on the PR NewsChannel, a press release distribution service, a fascinating post appeared with the headline, "Rep. Gabrielle Gifford's Arizona shooting creates PR crisis for Sarah Palin."


  Sarah Palin? The subheadline explained, "Sarah Palin has failed to squelch the rhetoric that she is in some way responsible for the Arizona shooting because of a map on her website identifying the congresswoman as a political target." 88


  Clearly, that is a very long sentence and, for some people, very tiring, what with having to move their lips so much. Tragically, a nine-year-old girl had been among those killed in the incident.


  President Obama called for civility in public discourse and asked that the rhetoric be toned down, for which he was immediately attacked by the right-wing nut cases.


  The ever-so-reasonable Rush Limbaugh barked back at Obama. "To the left, civility does not mean that we tone it down. Civility does not mean that we act polite. Civility does not mean that we do an NPR impression. Civility means we [the right] shut up."


  Rush had lots more in that vein, including:


  
    	"The Democrats want to do what Hugo Chavez has done in Venezuela. They want to make it a crime to complain about government policy. Actually, they've been trying to criminalize political differences for as long as I've been doing this program, but now they're brazen about it."89


    	"Oklahoma City [the 1995 bombing] was not the first time a president tried to personally blame me for an event like this, and each time what gives me strength is knowing that you all don't buy it."90

  


  A legislator suffers a brain-damaging bullet to the head. A little girl who went to see her congresswoman because she was interested in public policy, in how to make a better future, lies dead. So do a federal judge, a member of the congresswoman's staff, and other members of the public. And politicians and radio talkers worry about being blamed because they said hateful things? And they think this is the best time to squabble, shout insults, and duck responsibility?


  Could the abysmal state of public relations practice in America today stem from this ethos of our age — when nastiness and mean-spiritedness can be a path to success? Limbaugh has been on the air since the eighties, after all. It's well established by now that you don't have to be truthful and you never, ever have to say anything constructive and you can still become popular and extremely rich. And if your hatred spills over and inspires someone to commit violence, you just shout louder that it's not your fault. Is it possible that somebody has been advising Wal-Mart that the company needs to hang onto its outlaw image, its contrarian "edge."


  Civility? According to Limbaugh, if liberals ask for civility, it is equivalent to shouting "Put a sock in it!"


  Many on the right took particular umbrage when Joe Scarborough, host of cable TV's "Morning Joe" program, suggested that public figures such as Palin and Michelle Bachman, "who have used violent imagery" should apologize. Palin's map, on her SARAHPAC website, had listed Democratic members of congress that she wanted defeated in the 2010 midterm election. They included Giffords. A circle with crosshairs, evoking the view through a rifle scope, took aim at each member's district. Bachman said she wanted her constituents "armed and dangerous" to resist Democratic policies. Beck is on video warning his audience that Washington is full of radical communists and advising them, "You're going to have to shoot them in the head."


  But when Scarborough, a former Republican congressman from Florida, suggested that an apology was in order, his fellow conservatives accused him of being part of a liberal conspiracy to blame the right. Palin and Glenn Beck, then still on Fox News, publicly denied that their hate-speech in any way led to the shootings.


  Scarborough, in a column for the web publication Politico, replied:


  
    We get it, Sarah Palin. You're not morally culpable for the tragic shooting in Tucson, Ariz. All of us around the "Morning Joe" table agree, even if we were stunned that you would whine about yourself on Facebook as a shattered family prepared to bury their 9-year-old girl.


    The same goes for you, Glenn Beck. You've attacked your political opponents with words designed to inspire hatred and mind-bending conspiracy theories from fans. Calling the president a racist, Marxist and fascist may be reprehensible, but it did not lead a mentally disturbed man to take a Glock to Rep. Gabrielle Giffords's "Congress on Your Corner" event.


    Good on ya, buddy. You weren't personally responsible for the slaughter at the Safeway.

  


  The writer's sarcasm was not appreciated by William Teach, who writes for the website Rightwing News. "Joe lives in MSNBC World, and unhinged progressivism has surely washed off onto him," Teach wrote.


  So, right-wing hatemongers bear no responsibility. They invoke the imagery of guns, of sighting in on the enemy, of reloading, and of killing. But should anybody pick up a weapon and use it in ways that those words suggest, they bear no blame. Hey, mistakes were made.


  Maybe it's not so awful if your incivility extends to both ends of the political spectrum. Consider (yet again, if you will) the very savage Michael Savage. In a Playboy interview,91 he referred to TV host Rachel Maddow as "physically unappealing" and to Keith Olbermann as "brain-damaged." He called Chris Matthews, yet another liberal TV pundit, "the fraud of frauds." But Savage is not purely partisan in his savagery. After all, he also considers Glenn Beck "a laughingstock," adding, "The mark of the uneducated man? He has a blackboard; he plays professor half the time. What's with the chalk? He didn't go to college so he's making up for it by playing professor on television? … he's fucking stupid. That's all. Other than that, nothing."


  Hm. These remarks came when Beck still had a sizeable TV audience. Could Michael, with his multiple graduate degrees, be jealous? He does, after all, like to be called "Dr. Savage."


  This is the same learned character that advised parents, "tell your child she's a fatty if she's fat and tell her no one will ever marry her if she's a slob." He said of autistic children, "I'll tell you what autism is. In ninety-nine percent of the cases, it's a brat who hasn't been told to cut the act out. That's what autism is. What do you mean they scream and they're silent? They don't have a father around to tell them, 'Don't act like a moron. You'll get nowhere in life. Stop acting like a putz. Straighten up. Act like a man. Don't sit there crying and screaming, idiot.'"92


  Great bedside manner, Doc.


  It's easy to dismiss someone with a broad designation of stupid or idiotic. I do it a lot myself. But I like to think I do it only after someone has said or done something to earn the appellation, not before they do it.


  So, is there a hope for a return to civility after the last commercial following the president's speech? It's certainly possible but, with all due respect, from this bunch of clowns who insist that everything that happens in the world has to be about them, I doubt it.


  
    

  


  7. To Fix Things, You Probably Need to Change Your Life.


  Clearly much of what is in this book is subjective. It has to be. People have different views and that's good. Yet as my fellow liberal Lawrence O'Donnell likes to point out, people are entitled to their own opinions, but not their own facts. And the late Ronald Reagan is alleged to have said, facts are pesky things. I think that was also said by the Cookie Monster.


  Why is my opinion more valid than anyone else's? What qualifies me to write this book? Just who the hell do I think I am anyway?


  For God's sake — calm down! Think of Cultural Idiocy as an antidote to the poison in Ann Coulter's Demonic93 and the venom Michael Savage spews in Liberalism Is a Mental Disease.94 (I think that title, sadly, is his idea of humor.) Think of it as a small counterweight against the myriad distortions and inaccuracies in Rush Limbaugh's books and so many like them.


  Opinions in this book are the author's own because that is what an author does, but the facts are real and can be validated by a surf around the Web or a trip to the library.


  In some instances Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia that anyone can edit, is identified as a source, despite its numerous documented errors, a logical result of the fact that anyone can edit it. I allow my students to use Wikipedia, provided the information is confirmed by a second legitimate source (New York Times, Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, Wall Street Journal, Forbes, Time, Scientific American, National Review, Weekly Standard, The Nation… stuff like that).


  There are exceptions. The wonders of YouTube and similar sites make it possible to see and hear first-hand some of the material referenced. Seeing and hearing a person say whatever he or she said seems to be a pretty straightforward deal and does not require a second source by my standard… except maybe in matters involving James O'Keefe, a faux documentary filmmaker who is alleged to have doctored videos to intentionally mislead an audience. Sliming ACORN and NPR are his two most widely referenced cases that have raised questions about journalistic integrity.


  (OMG! You might wonder how someone can allegedly misrepresent an alleged case beyond all alleged recognition and allegedly have his alleged work not have him end up in prison, but have it allegedly presented on Fox alleged News?


  A fair question; a lot of people are asking things like that and wondering how so much of today's powerful and influential media can permit such things to be presented? One answer is a lack of conscience [forget integrity — too late for that], another is greed, then the protection of the First Amendment that allows some people to be sleazeballs and, finally, cultural idiocy. We now return you to the regular page.)


  Some very smart Americans actually care about building and maintaining and living in a society that works. They care about financing for schools, roads, bridges, sanitation, a public health service and more. They care about everybody having access to basic medical care, about clean air, clean water, wholesome food. They care about fairness.


  Some other very smart Americans occasionally say that they care about all those same things, but they put every obstacle in the way of any of it ever happening.


  Regardless of how smart they are, an awful lot of very public figures — radio talkers, TV pundits, televangelists, and candidates — pretend they have all the answers. They don't. Meanwhile Mitch McConnell, John Boehner and other mind readers lecture the public about what "Americans know" or what "Americans don't want." Yet the legitimate question remains: What do Americans want? You can look just about anywhere to find a view on that topic, as in the following headlines:


  
    	"President Obama: Americans Want Congress to Do Its Job" — White House blog (White House website), October 12, 2011.


    	"Americans want to be leaders in space exploration …" — Space Politics website, June 6, 2011.


    	"Americans Want Pot Legalized …" — post on Starbudz website, September 26, 2011.

  


  The title of a 2010 book by Republican pollster Frank Luntz is What Americans Really Want...Really: The Truth About Our Hopes, Dreams, and Fears.95 Luntz is frequently mentioned as the "wordsmith" who came up with the phrases "death tax" and "estate tax" in place of "inheritance tax." He also coined "climate change" in place of "global warming." His name is often associated with No Child Left Behind, the Clear Skies Initiative, the Patriot Act, and other sweet-sounding titles that were, in fact, descriptions of the very opposite of what the programs delivered.


  A Thomson Reuters-NPR Health Poll reported, "Nearly one-third of Americans believe overweight and obese individuals should be penalized for their unhealthful habits and over half say smokers also should pay more for their health insurance."


  A piece in The Economist on "What Americans Want" quoted W.W. (a pseudonym for Will Wilkinson, a libertarian writer) suggesting that:


  
    "America's big problem…is that it's simply too thick-headed to solve its fiscal mess. Polling shows that American voters vastly prefer easy and ineffective budget solutions to difficult and effective ones. They're against tax increases on middle- and low-income earners, against cuts to military spending and entitlements, but for large cuts to 'domestic spending.'"

  


  W.W./Mr. Wilkinson further notes, "…Americans, despite the multitude of signs that we're up against it, still have our heads in cloud-cuckoo-land."


  Well, W.W./Mr. Wilkinson, that's pretty harsh.


  But there might be some truth to it. The actor-comedian Robin Williams once observed, "Reality — what a concept!"


  What are called reality shows don't reflect a reality.


  Reality was never uncomplicated. From the first moments the ball dropped on Times Square at midnight and the new decade began to the music of Barry Manilow, the American experience has been somewhat like driving through a very, very, long, dark and treacherous tunnel, with one headlight out, and finding it only leads to another tunnel, and then another…


  Finally, you get to what you think is… a glimpse of reality, but still not enough to make it out. It takes a long time to see it clearly.


  Advocates of positive thinking, creative visualization and a hard-core belief that people are inherently good (no, really) and that they will come through in the end, know they face heavy odds, as each day brings another illustration of cultural idiocy.


  Ask anyone. Things are tough all over. People complain that they are tired of hearing everyone they know go through a daily litany of grievances. They then go on to list all the things they think are wrong with their work, other people's work, their relationships, lives, and the government — especially the government.


  Business in general is pretty bad in at least two senses of the term. Maybe you heard about it. Not every product or company in every category or sector is in a ditch, of course. A lot of iPhones are being sold. And iPads, and flat-screen TVs, books on how-to-be-successful, and the ShamWow. It's a strange time. There is probably an app for that.


  So-called leaders who are responsible for solving economic and social problems and assuring that transportation, education, health care and commerce are managed well are devoting their days and weeks and months not to finding solutions, but to declaring that all the things anyone doesn't like are someone else's fault.


  Consider the saying, "Everything You Know Is Wrong." It was the title of a record album by the Firesign Theatre, a comedy troupe that had a fairly successful radio program in the 1960s. They were even better known for their comedy sketches performed on records with titles that also included, "I Think We're All Bozos on This Bus," "In the Next World, You're on Your Own," "Waiting for the Electrician or Someone Like Him," "Forward into the Past," and "How Can You Be in Two Places at Once When You're Not Anywhere at All?"


  People who never heard of the group or their comedy still tend to laugh just reading or hearing the album titles. (Kids — go ask your parents what a record album was.) Firesign Theatre's comedy style was stream-of-consciousness free association, linking references to movies, radio, TV, political figures and other cultural touchstones, intermingled with sound effects and musical bits. Pick any one of the titles listed and notice how accurately it describes exactly what people think and feel today.


  Watching what's going on all over the world, it's hard to avoid thinking the end is nigh. It's also hard to remember anyone using the word "nigh" except to say the end is nigh. Anyway, according to various sources, the world will end on December 21, 2012. The sources include Mayan prophecy (which has never been wrong about the world ending before), code words cleverly hidden in the Bible,  and Nostradamus, the French pharmacist who, sadly, passed away in 1566 in mid-prophecy.


  Sure, there are still a few people who scoff whenever this comes up. NASA, for example, sends out a spokesperson to say, "Nothing bad will happen to the Earth in 2012. Our planet has been getting along just fine for more than four billion years, and credible scientists worldwide know of no threat associated with 2012."


  Yeah, well, with all due respect to NASA, what do you guys know?


  Harold Camping, a Biblical scholar, civil engineer, author, and local talk show personality, is older than dirt, and he has scrutinized the Bible for almost seventy years. He now runs an evangelical radio station in Oakland, California, that reaches listeners around the world. Camping has said he developed a mathematical system to interpret prophecies hidden in the Bible. The story goes that, after crunching some numbers, he concluded, "The world will not end on December 21, 2012. It will end May 21, 2011."


  (Ahem.) When someone pointed out to Camping that May 21 had come and gone, he looked surprised, checked into the local hospital (It was Salisbury steak night) and decided he needed to run the numbers again.


  There are some people who think old Mr. Camping ought to stick to his day job and leave the end of the world to the Mayans.


  There is also an old expression that goes, "Opinions are like flocculonodular lobes; everybody has one." (People familiar with the old expression know it doesn't actually include a reference to the flocculonodular lobe, but to a body part that is usually covered for reasons of good manners and personal hygiene. But the part about having opinions is true).


  And it's probably fair to say that America is a nation of know-it-alls or, at least, has a plethora of advice-givers. Parents give their kids advice about pretty much everything. As the kids grow older, they are fortunate to receive advice from classmates, coworkers, store clerks, older people, younger people, plumbers, neighbors, cab drivers, Dr. Laura Schlessinger, the Koch Brothers, and Oprah Winfrey. Books list places to see, things to do, and what books to read before you die. It's good that such books came along when they did. One would hate to have shuffled off this mortal coil without having ever read Beowulf. (Cough.)


  The higher up a person goes today, the more he or she relies on "advisors." Consider how every few years someone is elected to lead the country and that person says during the campaign that he or she has the answers to how to solve the world's problems. So do the person's opponents — and their answers are the opposite of the first guy's answers. Usually they all get their information from their advisors (who get advice from cab drivers, who are usually named Max). And after the election, the problems not only don't get solved, but seem to get worse. A few people complain, but everyone else experiences a strange kind of memory lapse regarding what was said because they are worrying about whether or not there is life on the sun or if Lindsay Lohan is going to end up as an old woman who dies in prison.


  No problem. Get more advice.


  Putting the words "What the president needs to do is…" into the handy Google search engine returns "about 77,000 results." And I read every one of them. (Snort.) That seems like enough ideas to keep a person busy. One entry is a June 2008 report posted on the website Yale Environment 360, an online magazine offering "opinion, analysis, reporting and debate on global environmental issues." It was a pre-election story and the headline read, "What the Next President Must Do."


  While the phrase "What the president needs to do is…" does not appear exactly in that form (something for which Google should really be embarrassed), it comes close. The report includes a quote from Senior Fellow and Director of Climate Strategy at American Progress Daniel J. Weiss, who noted that "probably the most important thing the new president could do right away is to commit to engage with other nations toward coming up with a post-Kyoto agreement at the end of 2009…That would send a signal that the days of denial are over."


  Uh-oh. This is one of those Internet posts that ran into the same problems as Harold Camping. The date's come and gone. The deadline is passed and, no matter what anyone says, the end of 2009 will not be back again for a long while.


  So it's back to the list of what the president needs to do for more ideas:


  
    	"What the president needs to do is he needs to, on the one hand, focus on the short run as he's been doing, but then he needs to pivot soon to start focusing on that long-run problem." — Greg Mankiw, professor of economics, Harvard University


    	"What the president needs to do is really humble himself and I say it with all due respect because I so respect the office of the presidency. But to humble yourself and call those around you who, on a nonpartisan basis, and please call those around you who can give you the best advice and provide some answers to get us out of some of the problems that we're facing right now, not just with the oil spill." — Sarah Palin, Hollywood, Alaska

  


  Erasmus supposedly said, "…in the land of the blind the one eyed man is king." Whoa. Talk about lowering the bar. Advice-givers don't limit their counsel only to the leader of the free world; they have some things to say to one another as well, such as, "What Americans need to do is pray to the Almighty Allah when they sick, and The All Merciful Allah will cure them." That's a reader comment on Huffington Post. The phrase "what Americans need to do" resonates alongside "Americans know" and "Americans want." They are classics all and you run into such fascinating, if unsolicited, advice. For example:


  
    	"What Americans need to do is boycott Italy." — another reader post on Huffington Post


    	"What Americans need to do is read. What politicians need to do is go home. Publicly funded campaigns would be a great way to throw the bums out." — a comment posted on Democracy website

  


  There are a lot more like that. Maybe what Americans need to do is stop telling Americans what they need to do. Maybe they need to mind their own business. Or maybe Americans need to wonder why the online publication The Local (published in Sweden, but in English) asked its readers, "Why does America have the dumbest people on earth?"


  Most Americans would probably react to that question with a short phrase that includes words that rhyme with "duck" and "too," but luckily most Americans never read The Local. Among the respondents were Swedes defending Americans. One stated that we "are not the dumbest on earth," but "just happen to be the loudest." There actually were a few self-identified Americans among the respondents, one of them answering by rephrasing the question: "Why are so many Americans dumb racists?"


  There are a lot of know-it-alls here on Spaceship Earth (as California Governor Jerry Brown used to call it) and perhaps we can take comfort from the fact that not all of them live in this country. Then again, too many of them are Americans and too many of those keep saying nothing nice when they would be better off saying nothing at all. Vanity Fair contributor Michael Wolff, at a recent media conference, called New York Times publisher Arthur Sulzberger, Jr. and his father "just the stupidest people who have ever walked the earth." Wolff, apparently, had never seen the Glenn Beck Show.


  So there is no shortage of advice or of advice-givers, critics and scolds. Rush Limbaugh's 1992 book, The Way Things Ought to Be, became a blockbuster bestseller. He followed it the next year with the ultimate know-it-all title, See, I Told You So. Since then, Limbaugh, who has been married four times (as of this writing) and is known for having illegally obtained and used prescription drugs, has called President Obama a "halfrican American" and a jackass, has called liberals Nazi socialist communists, and has told his listeners that "science has become a home for displaced socialists and communists."


  Okay, let's settle this.


  Note to pundits, cab drivers and everyone who thinks they know what the president should do or what Americans need to do:


  Look up on the Internet what former vice president "Dick" Cheney said to Senator Patrick Leahy when they encountered one another on the floor of the U.S. Senate in June 2004.


  The President has an army of advisors. That they are clueless is beside the point. The big problems won't be solved by cab drivers; barbers; or rich, drug-addled gasbag radio performers. At least not before the world ends.


  In 1993, the influential Time magazine art critic Robert Hughes wrote the bestselling book The Culture of Complaint: The Fraying of America.96 It wasn't an especially good book, in my opinion, but I've always thought the title said it all, as did one line in particular that referred to "the deterioration of language, culture, and education in our polity." (Note to Mr. Hughes: Try not to use words like "polity" in future books. No one uses that word anymore.) Anyway, it's an excellent point. We live in a time of cultural idiocy — in a culture of complaint.


  So how tough are things? Very tough, especially if you are among the reported 60 percent of Americans who now live paycheck-to-paycheck or, worse, don't get a paycheck anymore, and have maxed-out your high-interest credit cards, have run through your savings and your retirement money, and used all the coins you've been accumulating for years in big jars and empty coffee cans. A friend at a service station says he's getting used to people buying gas with ten dollars in quarters.


  And there's this: In reviewing books I use in my classes I wade through a lot of bullshit. Dr. Harry Frankfurt, professor of philosophy emeritus at Princeton, appropriately titled his 2005 bestseller On Bullshit,97 a title guaranteed to sell a ton of books to people under the age of twenty, whether they can read or not. Cultural idiocy might be described as piling on the bullshit when both the bullshitter and those in the audience don't — or try to pretend they don't — know that's what it is. In fairness, some really don't understand what's going on around them.


  For example, when Sarah Louise Palin, the former beauty queen, local TV sports person, small town mayor, and world-class opportunist, during her half-term as governor of Alaska, told an interviewer, "…our next-door neighbors are foreign countries. They're in the state that I am the executive of. And there in Russia...We have trade missions back and forth. We, we do, it's very important when you consider even national security issues with Russia as Putin rears his head and comes into the airspace of the United States of America, where, where do they go? It's Alaska. It's just right over the border. It is from Alaska that we send those out to make sure that an eye is being kept on this very powerful nation, Russia, because they are right there. They are right next to, to our state."98


  She also articulated, "I'm like, OK, God, if there is an open door for me somewhere, this is what I always pray, I'm like, don't let me miss the open door. Show me where the open door is."99


  And she said, "We need those who will respect our Constitution where government's supposed to serve from the bottom up, not move toward this top down big government takeover...but rather, will be protectors of individual rights — who also have enough common sense to acknowledge when conditions have drastically changed and are willing to call an audible and pass the ball when it's time so the team can win! And that is what I'm doing!"100


  Keith Olbermann on "Countdown," his MSNBC program, later seen on Current TV, noted Palin's words and deeds often in his nightly segment, "Worst Persons in the World." (Most viewers understood that it was satire aimed at one of the day's current news stories, but some thought the segment, or at least the label "worst person" had become a bit harsh. Mean, actually. Olbermann bowed to this sentiment and stopped doing it for a while, but he apparently had a change of heart and brought the segment back.)


  Anyway, in one of these segments, Olbermann noted that the former half-term governor of Alaska and erstwhile candidate for some other office, along with her oldest daughter, Bristol, had registered their names as trademarks. They consider their family name (Palin) as, "The Palin brand." As is his custom, Olbermann ended each segment concerning Ms. Palin by saying, "That woman is an idiot."101


  As much as Republicans hate to be reminded of this, after eight years of sustained growth and peace and prosperity, leaving a surplus of $230 billion in the treasury when President Bill Clinton left office, the U.S. national debt grew significantly from 2001 to 2008, both in dollars and relative to the size of the economy. A combination of absurd tax cuts to ensure that people who were already very wealthy could be even more wealthy, and wars of choice and greed in both Afghanistan and Iraq pushed the country deep into its biggest debt in its history. But at the time, "Dick" Cheney said this to the then-Treasury Secretary Paul O'Neill, who warned him that deficit spending was a threat to the economy:


  
    "You know, Paul, Reagan proved deficits don't matter. We won the midterms (congressional elections). This is our due." 102

  


  A month later, Dick Cheney told the then-treasury secretary he was fired. O'Neill simply did the math; Cheney simply was an idiot.


  "And the cornerstone of my economic policies, when I first got elected, was cutting taxes on everybody on who paid taxes."103

  

   — George W. Bush


  Right. The cornerstone. Perhaps he meant to say rhinestone…or kidney stone…or the Rosetta Stone. Does it actually seem possible that a middle-aged man, a graduate of Yale with a Harvard MBA, holding the most powerful position in the world, could be so…clueless?


  Based upon a summary of the available evidence, it appears yes, he could, and was.


  Republicans don't like to hear that story. Because "Dick" Cheney was wrong and he knew it and they knew it when they went ahead and ran the U.S. Treasury into the ground because it was their "due" and, besides, "… Reagan proved deficits don't matter."


  These same duplicitous, shameless scoundrels who voted to increase the deficit when Bush and Cheney were in office would later feign hysterics at the fact that the deficit was so high. We have to make social programs disappear to cut costs, they screamed. Republicans who nodded their heads and went along with every idiot decision that drove the U.S. economy into a ditch are still sitting there, expressing shock and awe that the economy is a mess — and blaming the other party.


  Maybe the words of W.W. bear repeating: "…Americans, despite the multitude of signs that we're up against it, still have our heads in cloud-cuckoo-land."


  And while on the subject of cloud-cuckoo-land, I am reminded of a relatively early episode of the television program "Rocky and his Friends" starring a cartoon flying squirrel and his somewhat dimwitted sidekick, Bullwinkle J. Moose (1959-1964 with most episodes still in reruns, also available on DVD or as downloads from Amazon.com). The episode I'm thinking of featured a recurring character who was a cartoon prince described as "dumber than a casaba melon." Years later, it is clear that many of the people in positions of power in the twenty-first century — George W. Bush, Michele Bachman, Sarah Palin, Rick Perry, Willard Mitt Romney — fail to operate at the intelligence level of a talking cartoon moose, let alone that of his friend the heroic flying squirrel. The more they try to impress audiences with their suitability for higher office, the more it becomes apparent that they are all like the prince, dumber than a casaba melon.


  Cultural Idiocy is legislators allowing a situation to continue that is letting people go jobless, homeless, and hungry, while cutting taxes for friends who were already wealthy so they could be even more wealthy…as Reagan proved. After all, it's not like anyone will notice.


  (Cough.)


  With the 2011 Occupy Wall Street Movement and the local versions around the U.S. that formed to protest economic unfairness we can see that once again the people are truly mad as hell and are not going to take it anymore. And contrary to popular belief, the Occupy people and those who support them know exactly why they are mad and at whom, and what they want. Yes they are mad about different specific things and want different specific things, although a lot of them agree that a living wage might be a good start. But the overarching issue is that so many people have been screwed over so many times. The system is rigged so that the big financial institutions make money no matter what, so that the investment house geniuses who lose other people's money get massive salaries no matter what, and so that everybody else gets robbed.


  A lot of the Occupy folks are young college graduates who were promised a reward so they studied and stayed up all night and went ass-deep into debt and ate roughly nine-hundred packages of Ramen noodles, and they can't find jobs. Because there are none. George Bush, Dick Cheney and all the smartest kids in the room sent the jobs across the ocean to a place called "outsource." When pressed to explain themselves, the smart guys tell American workers who have lost their jobs or fear losing them or have taken pay cuts that it's their own damn fault for joining labor unions which demanded not only more in wages than workers in China or Korea were paid, but enough to be able to buy a house, a car, a flat-screen TV and tickets for the Bulls game. But it doesn't matter anyway. The jobs are gone. To countries with strange sounding names where American corporate executives receive eight-figure bonuses from American-owned companies that incorporate in places far, far away.


  Let's just use Halliburton as an example. "Dick" Cheney's "former" company is Halliburton. "Former" is in quotes because even though he resigned his company position as chairman so he could become vice president of the United States, the relationship has continued to be very lucrative for him. The company dates back to 1919, when there actually was a Mr. Halliburton. It has hundreds of subsidiaries, affiliates, branches, brands and divisions around the world. It primarily provides technical products and services for petroleum and natural gas exploration and production. It's a good business to be in.


  In 2007, Halliburton announced it would be severing ties with its controversial subsidiary KBR (formerly Kellogg-Brown & Root), which had been its contracting, engineering and construction unit for forty-four years. Halliburton and KBR have charged the U.S. government tens of billions of dollars since 1982 for doing substandard work at inflated prices. The company has paid fines totaling hundreds of millions of dollars relating to charges of corruption, overcharging, and numerous other claims, yet through the wonders of no-bid contracts, it somehow manages to sustain its tight relationship with the U.S. military and government. Halliburton has dual headquarters, in Houston and in Dubai. (Yes, that is correct, Dubai.) Over his five years with Halliburton and his succession of government jobs, Dick Cheney's net worth has reached an estimated $30 million to $100 million.


  Halliburton is a labyrinth of companies all over the world. As of the company's latest form 10-K filings with the Securities and Exchange Commission, the following are listed as subsidiaries of Halliburton Co.: Halliburton Energy Services, Inc. Algeria Div (Algeria); Breswater Marine Contracting B.V. (Netherlands); DII Industries, LLC (United States); Easy Well Solutions AS (Norway); Halliburton Affiliates, LLC (United States); Halliburton AS (Norway); Halliburton Canada Holdings, Inc. (United States); Halliburton Company Germany GmbH (Germany); Halliburton de Mexico, S. de R.L. de C.V. (Mexico); Halliburton Energy Cayman Islands Limited (Cayman Islands); Halliburton Energy Services, Inc. (United States); Halliburton Group Canada Inc. (Canada); Halliburton Group Holdings (1) Company (Canada); Halliburton Group Holdings (2) Company (Canada); Halliburton Holdings (No. 3) (United Kingdom); Halliburton International, Inc. (United States); Halliburton Latin America S.A. (Panama); Halliburton Manufacturing and Services Limited (United Kingdom); Halliburton Netherlands Operations Cooperatie (Netherlands); Halliburton Norge Holding AS (Norway); Halliburton Norway Holdings C.V. (Netherlands); Halliburton Overseas Limited (Cayman Islands); Halliburton Products and Services Ltd (Iran); Hobbymarkt Delft BV (Netherlands); Kellogg Energy Services, Inc. (United States); Landmark Graphics Corporation (United States); Oilfield Telecommunications, LLC. (United States).


  That's not all, but you get the idea. (This is a book about cultural idiocy, not a book about Halliburton, Cheney, or sleaziness, which it easily could be.) The above illustrates just one fragment of one relationship involving one government figure and a thumbnail picture that might be boiled down to a glimpse of what seems to have gone very wrong with one situation involving one alleged "person" with power and one American business. And that was another very long sentence. People are invited to explore the whole story to get a more complete and less biased perspective. It is referenced here as a short answer while so much of the public — whether it has joined Occupy Wall Street and other protests or the group with the tea bags hanging from their hats — have become angry and have taken to the streets, some of them staying out there even in bad weather.


  So to get back to where I digressed about five pages ago — the young college graduates…, studying…, up all night…, Ramen noodles…, deep in debt…, no jobs,… no prospects — that's why people are angry and have begun remembering how and why revolutions start.


  Besides the college graduates who are in a mess, old people aren't so thrilled either. Retired people who paid into a system for decades, with assurances that their money would be there to help them get by when they became old are pissed. No one ever thought there would be enough to retire comfortably, just something there to help out. But now that so many people who used to have jobs don't, and can't work if they wanted to, and are expecting promises that were made to be made good, they are getting dodges, double-talk, tap-dancing and other terms for what Professor Frankurt would call bullshit. And being told it's their own fault.


  In many respects, the reasons so many people are so angry come down to the manifestations of cultural idiocy — greed, inequality, environmental destruction and pollution, racism, sexism, the denial of opportunities for better education, better jobs, better wages and a shot at the "the American Dream" for more people.


  A popular term has become "there is a disconnect," as institutions don't believe they have to honor their contracts and millions of people who thought they were so smart begin to realize they've been conned.


  It's time — maybe way past the time — people begin to look at themselves and their individual responsibility for the mess we're in. Personally, I would prefer to just blame Dick Cheney for everything that's wrong with the world — and I might not be that far off — but if we're all in this together, we need to accept the responsibility for digging ourselves out. The government isn't going to do it, certainly not the ones still in the government who insist the way to solve our problems is to keep on doing what we've been doing through the decade that caused the floor to drop out from under the whole world and turned back the clock on everything that symbolized progress, except the iPhone.


  We need to get real with ourselves and stop blaming others, although, in all fairness, there truly are very specific people in certain businesses who deserve much of the blame for the mess America's in. Screw their "blame game." Blaming won't make everything okay… but neither will letting the bastards get away with it.


  And it's time for a change.


  It starts with us, sticking out our chins and declaring we are just as patriotic as anyone else and we don't need to carry a six-gun to prove it; that there is nothing wrong with people who read books and then think about what they read, or who can speak in sentences and pronounce the "g" at the ends of words, and don't wear ten-gallon hats indoors in 100-degree TV studios (the wind will not blow it away). When will it be time on the planet to stop fighting the battle of the North and the South and whose God is better than somebody else's God.


  Here's the deal: there is so much we don't know — any of us. None of us actually got to go for coffee with Jesus or the other people we revere as the Great Minds and hear what they actually said and what they actually meant. So when do we stop acting as if we know for sure that four thousand years ago someone received a burning tablet that was published and stayed on the New York Times list for, let's say, four thousand years, though most people only saw the HBO version, and it declared once and for all that this is the true word and anyone who says otherwise is reading from a bootlegged copy that was changed in order to sell more souvenir programs and…


  Okay. It's time we start to look at problems seriously and come up with sane, nobody-gets-everything solutions and stop taking ourselves so seriously. There's really a big enough mess to clean up. I believe, my fellow Americans, it is now time to agree mistakes were made and it was someone else's fault and all the other bullshit, and grab a mop. Probably a really big mop.
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  Appendix: The Words of Cultural Idiocy


  In the beginning… I referred to the book Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know. I really liked that book and obviously its title left an impression on me.


  You might have thought of yourself as intelligent — okay, let's go with pretty smart instead. You are reading an interesting article in the Sunday newspaper or a delightful novel by Peter Mayle about the south of France or the newest biography of Truman Capote when — Bam! Choke! Cough! — you are stopped by a word you don't know. Perhaps it's Latin. Or, maybe this time it's French. What the hell does "sui generis" mean? What is or was the Rosetta Stone? Clearly the person writing this expects you to know. Does everyone else reading this know what those things are? You wonder if they are integral to the piece or if the writer is showing off and you should just roll over it and keep reading. But it stays with you and makes you crazy until something happens to distract you. And every now and then, between remembering there was a word that stopped you (though you can't now recall what it was) and being just a bit annoyed with yourself because you think you are supposed to know this stuff… your brain starts to itch.


  Words change people's lives, whether they come from the pen (or typewriter or word processor) of William Shakespeare or Woody Allen — both of whom have inspired countless readers with their special ways of putting together words. Reading, for all its joy, is serious business. The words the writer chooses and the reader reads must be more than random (which, incidentally, has broken out to be a suddenly popular and somewhat overused word in the past few years).


  Here's the important thing about words: the more words you know, the greater your vocabulary (duh). The greater your vocabulary, the better for you to express yourself — what you have to say and what you mean. The better your ability to express yourself, the greater your skill as a communicator, which is key to success at virtually everything.


  One book review alone in the New York Times included the words "bourgeois," "demoiselle," "supercilious," "vertiginous," "epicurean," and "gustatory." It's a safe bet that most readers of those six words were unfamiliar with at least half of them.


  When S.I. Hayakawa wrote Use the Right Word: A Modern Guide to Synonyms, he wasn't just trying to go Roget's Thesaurus one better. He meant what he wrote. Using the "right" word makes for better reading than choosing a word to impress the reader (or yourself) or to appear more stylish. "Use the right word," Hayakawa said. It wasn't just a book title. It was simple, yet great advice.


  So what's the deal with "Abraxas"? Is it a word? A person? A place? Or just the curious title of an early recording by Santana?


  Now that you've sung "Auld Lang Syne" once a year for a few decades, shouldn't you learn what you are singing? And what of "the perilous fight o'er the ramparts we watched…"? What's a rampart?


  Loving language, I could go on and on… as I've done here already. As Dr. Hirsch included a list in Cultural Literacy of the words every American needs to know, I wanted to include a relevant list here. A list of great words? Ah! It's already been done — the Oxford English Dictionary, Funk & Wagnalls, and Webster — all excellent without any help from me.


  What I want to include here is a list of what I consider useless words, words that an average adult American can get through a book, newspaper, magazine, blog and very likely never encounter. While Dr. Hirsch provided only the list of words, I thought of doing that, but ultimately decided, aw, what the hell — I have a headache anyway. So what are, in my opinion, largely unnecessary words are followed by equally unnecessary definitions.


  I started out with a list of more than four hundred words I had come across in my reading — words that gave me pause (which is a nice way of saying I had no idea what any of them meant). I ran the words passed several of my students — all really bright young people, immersed in studies and very fluid in the English language. What finally made the list are 162 words that could not be identified by intelligent young people.


  There are certainly scholars who will gasp, sniff, and, in the words of a character in the film Monty Python and the Holy Grail, would wave their private parts at me! No need for that, thanks. I know the arguments — every word has a purpose. I agree. But if the reader of a given work does not know what those are, everyone loses. So come back and see me when the language scores for bright young students edges up a bit more on the chart.


  Think of this as a test — a vocab exercise — on the list of words you'll never need to use. And let me know how it works out.


  A Word to the Wise Should Not Be "Extirpate"


  Here's the warm-up…


  floccinaucinihilpilification — something judged to be worthless or trivial


  guano — manure of sea birds:


  honorificabilitudinitatibus [hono-rifica-bili-tudi-nita-tibus] — a word used by Costard in Act V, Scene 1 of William  Shakespeare'sLove's Labour's Lost. (It is [in the quotation] the ablative plural of the Medieval Latin word "honorificabilitudinitas," which can be translated as "the state of being able to achieve honours." Appearing only once in Shakespeare's works, it is a hapax legomenon. [A hapax legomenon (IPA: /ˌhæpæks lɛˈgɒmɛnɒn/) (pl. hapax legomena, though sometimes called hapaxes for short) is a word which occurs only once in the written record of a language, in the works of an author, or in a single text. They often prove important for attributing authorship of a work; for example, each of Shakespeare's plays contains a similar percentage of hapax legomena not found elsewhere in his work, something that would be difficult for a forger to duplicate. They also create difficulties in translation and decipherment; for example, many of the remaining undeciphered Mayan glyphs are hapax legomena, and Biblical hapax legomena play a large role in disputes over Bible translation.])


  Please keep in mind, I can find no reason why the English language needs words like these (above) and (below). With apologies and all due respect to the late William F. Buckley, Jr., here's the list:


  arachibutyrophobia — fear of peanut butter sticking to the roof of the mouth


  arriviste — one source defines this word as meaning the "same as parvenu" which can of course be extremely unhelpful. It means someone who has acquired power or wealth suddenly, an upstart


  asseveration — an assertion


  badinage — conversation, banter


  bedizen — dressing in a cheap or flashy way


  bibelot — plaything or trinket


  bipetalous — having two petals


  buncombe — insincere talk


  cacoethes — uncontrollable desire


  clerisy — educated people as a group, as in the literati


  cockalorum — boastful speech or a small person with an exaggerated sense of self-importance


  coeval — contemporary or alike in age and style


  contumely — dislike


  coterminous — within the same time, scope or region


  deliquesce — melt


  deracinate — displace or uproot


  desiccate — to completely drain of spirit and vitality


  dingus — a contrived substitute for a forgotten word


  empyreal — sublime or heavenly


  emulous — a desire to equal or surpass


  epigon — an inferior imitator


  equipoise — balance, as in weight distribution


  eructation — belching


  execrable — bad, hateful


  expiate — to atone or make amends


  exuviate — to shed


  falcate — hooked or curved


  floccinaucinihilpilification — something judged to be worthless or trivial (A word to describe something "trivial" is 27 letters long?)


  furbelow — plaything or trinket


  fustian — pompous


  geminate — to combine or double


  gibbous — humpbacked


  gimcrack — cheap, gaudy and/or useless


  glabrous — bald


  gravamen — the main or central point of a complaint or grievance


  grimalkin — an old female cat or a malicious or ill-tempered old woman


  habiliment — equipment or furnishings


  habitude — the usual condition of a mind or body


  hebdomadal — weekly, as in every seven days


  hegira — a retreat from a dangerous situation


  hors de combat — disabled


  hoyden — a free-spirited or carefree girl


  imprecation — a curse


  inchoate — vague, imperfect, not completely formed


  interstice — narrow space


  jackdaw — a bird noted for thievery


  jactitation — a  false claim or boasting or claim that can be harmful to another


  jejune — childish


  jocose — humorous


  ken — understanding


  kibitz — chat or converse, offer meddlesome advice


  kirk — a church


  kith — friends or relatives


  laches — unnecessary delay


  lachrymose — tearful


  lacuna — blank space, a gap


  lagniappe — extra or unexpected small gift or benefit


  logorrhea — excessive talkativeness


  lugubrious — sad, an exaggerated state of mourning


  lycanthrope — a werewolf


  matutinal — early, morning


  mendacious — deceptive


  meniscus — something curved or crescent-shaped


  metonymy — calling something by another name associated with the subject


  miasma — noxious atmosphere or influence


  natant — swimming or floating


  natheless — notwithstanding or nevertheless


  neb — a nose or snout


  nictitate — wink or blink rapidly


  noddy — a fool


  nudiustertian — relating to the day before yesterday


  nugatory — worthless


  numinous — supernatural or sublime


  obloquy — verbal abuse or censure


  obscurantism — the practice of being deliberately vague


  palimpsest — writing surface that has been used, erased, but retains part of the original writing


  palliate — to alleviate or excuse


  parvenu — see arriviste (hahahaha) (ahem) (Okay that's a joke.) An upstart.


  paradigm — a pattern, model or example


  pedagogy — the teaching profession


  pedant — one who exhibits learning or scholarship ostentatiously


  pederast — a man who has sexual relations with a young boy


  pellucid — transparent


  penultimate — the next to last of something


  penurious — stingy


  penury — poverty


  perfidy — betrayal


  periphrasis — indirect expression


  perspicacious — acutely insightful and wise


  perspicuous — clear, as in easily understood


  pertinacious — stubbornly persistent


  peruse — to study or read carefully (Peruse is an extremely misused and misunderstood word that people seem to think means "to skim" when, in fact, it means exactly the opposite.)


  pestiferous — annoying or carrying a contagious


  phago — eating or consuming


  philippic — a bitter verbal attack


  picayune — trivial


  plectrum — a guitar pick


  pneumatology — the study of the spiritual world


  pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovolcanoconiosis — a miners' lung disease caused by inhaling silica (This 45-letter word is claimed by some to be the longest word in the English language, while others say it's a fake and shouldn't count. Still others say, "Hey! If you can say it and spell it, use it," which, of course, is a good point.)


  prescind — disengage


  procrustean — securing conformity at any cost


  propitiate — to appease or cause one to be favorably inclined


  prorogue — to defer or discontinue or end a session


  prosody — patterns of stress and intonation in language or verse


  puerile — childish


  pulveratricious--covered with dust


  pusillanimous — cowardly


  putrescence — to become rotten


  quietus — a release from an obligation or debt


  quire — 24 or 25 sheets of paper in the same size and stock


  quittance — repayment of a debt


  raillery — joking


  raison d'etre — a reason to exist


  ratiocination — reason methodically and logically


  recrudescence — renewal


  rusticate — to live out in the country, as in a rural setting


  salubrious — beneficial, conducive or favorable to health or well-being


  Savoyard — an admirer of Gilbert and Sullivan


  schemata — an outline or model


  sclerotic — hardened


  scopperloit - rude or rough play


  sedulous — persevering


  simony — buying or selling religious titles or indulgences


  solipsism — the theory that nothing exists but the self


  splenetic — irritable, vindictive


  tarn — a mountain lake


  tautology — redundancy


  thanatopsis — meditation upon death


  tondo — a round painting


  traduce — to cause disgrace by lying


  transubstantiate — change one substance into another


  tyrotoxism — to to experience death by mozzarella or be poisoned by some other cheese


  ululate — howl


  umbra — shade or shadow


  ungulate — to have hoofs


  unmeeching — sneaky, whiny


  uranic — heavenly, celestial


  uxorious — excessively devoted or submissive to one's wife


  varlet — an attendant, as in an assistant, a scoundrel


  vatic — predict predict or prophesize


  velleity — a small wish


  venire — a jury pool


  veracious — truthful


  veridical — truthful, correct, accurate


  verisimilitude — the appearance of being real or true


  verjuice — sourness


  versicle — a short verse or sentence


  verso — opposite or opposed


  virago — ill-tempered woman


  volant — nimble, quick, agile, capable of flying


  welter — to roll in mud


  whelk — a pimple


  whicker — a partly stifled laugh


  whiffet — a person of no significance, a small puff or whiff


  whim-wham — a trinket, a whim


  whited sepulcher — a hypocrite


  xanthous — yellow


  xeno — strange or foreign


  xenophobia — a fear or hatred of foreigners


  xerophilous — thriving in a hot dry environment


  yatter — idle talk


  yegg — a thief or burglar
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