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IN THIS ISSUE
		
We retrace some of our steps from the new world’s first independent colony to
our present sole superpower status and identify some of the transformative forces that were
brought to bear upon our nation in its brief, and somewhat miraculous, journey.
These forces derived from a wide variety of internal and external circumstances the
full consequences of which we failed to anticipate until they had assumed the power to overwhelm. We believe that this lack of immediate perspective is as much a result of democracy
as it is of human nature.
Because of its editorial content and time demands we have combined our April and July
issues into one and will resume our hopefully regular schedule in October

IN OUR NEXT ISSUE
We will attempt to analyze our national health care problem in a way that at least seems to
make sense for us now and may have the potential to do the same for others in the future.

EMINENT DISDAIN

©

THE ABUSE OF GOVERNMENT POWER, ETHICAL FAILURES AND THE TRIUMPH
OF CYNICISM OVER INTEGRITY IN TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY AMERICA
THEN . . .
Before the Europeans came, there was the vast
and varied North American landmass and the native
tribes which inhabited it. Their law and order was
that of nature for which they had a deep reverence
that was reflected throughout their cultures.
No view of our country, our character or our
culture which fails to comprehend the significance
of this enormous, free, open and bountiful gift to its
settlers can be valid — not then, not now, not ever.
Europe in the fifteenth to seventeenth
centuries, much like Iraq today, was riven by religious



controversy and violence. In England the idea of a
Bible printed in English was declared heresy and three
noted scholars — John Wycliffe, William Tyndale and
Bishop Thomas Cranmer — were burnt at the stake
for supporting such an effort in opposition to papal
insistence on a Latin text. In matters involving the
exercise of authority, whether religious or royal,
torture was routine and extreme.
The religious freedom that the early colonists
sought in the New World was not just the freedom
to choose a text, a form of service or a dogma. It

was also the freedom from three centuries of fear,
violence and bloodshed imposed in the name of God.
To this extent the early colonists were, with
a few exceptions, starting their life here with a new
sense of being and purpose, but it was not enough to
provide a lasting, harmonious relationship between
natives and Europeans.
Although both cultures were deeply
religious, the natural reverence of the natives and
the institutional church worship of the colonists
drew lines of separation that still exist today. The
problem of relations between the natives and the
burgeoning European population would continue to
grow and deteriorate as the new arrivals increased
in number and moved westward.
However, released from the psychological,
social and spiritual restrictions of Europe’s secular
and religious institutions and recognizing the
opportunities offered by their new homeland, they
began to see themselves as agents of God creating
a “New Eden”. This feeling of community would
nurture political and individual independence.
It is unlikely that these two seeds could have
germinated as they did for nearly a century and a
half had not the early colonists had the advantage
of both intellectual and geographical freedom. They
burst into full flower in the form of the sincere and
original expression of idealistic government in our
Declaration of Independence and Constitution.
Government, itself, posed a real challenge
in the years leading up to and following our
establishment of self-government, as transportation
depended upon horses, and what maps, or signs or
conveniences were available were few and primitive.
As a result, contact between citizens and
their elected representatives was infrequent. For
instance, a senator from NY who spent three or four
months in Washington and had a business or property
to manage at home would be hard-pressed for time to
visit constituents hundreds of miles from his home.
Accordingly, senators’ terms were set at six
years and representatives serving much smaller
districts were assigned two-year terms.
The whole idea of representation in our early
years was different from what we have come to know.
As there were no broadcast media, wireless or other
means of rapid communication, the local newspaper
was the primary source of news and comment, and
its publication was not always assured to be without
interruption. And in matters of other than local
news, the horse bringing news was not measurably
faster than any other.
Another difference was in the very nature
of opinion, itself. Education was basic, or less,
and a significant part of the population had neither
familiarity with issues of government nor the means
to understand them. Their representatives were

generally better-educated and more affluent men
who could speak for them, thereby providing a basis
in fact for the form of government preferred by
Alexander Hamilton.
In the 18th and early 19th centuries Congress
convened in early December and remained in session
until its business was done, which usually required
about three months. Members then returned to
their districts and reported to their constituents on
the issues, discussions and legislation passed. They
would answer questions, clarify reports that might
have appeared in the local paper while Congress was
in session and take note of reactions and opinions.
Local debates in taverns or meeting halls did
not always provide the intended deliberative results
when emotions ran high and order became hard to
keep. This element of chaos and contention at the
local level meant that the representative’s personal
opinion was often the active ingredient in framing
the issues for his district and voting on them when
he returned to Washington.
This personal interpretive role of the elected
representative was key to forming and maintaining an
idealistic government composed of a relatively small
number of men with similar educations and interests
serving all the Atlantic seaboard states from NH to
GA plus PA.
While their differences were many and
spirited on matters such as taxation, agriculture,
commerce, diplomacy, finance, currency and survival,
it was their shared idealism that swung our compass
and enabled our young nation to pass safely and
successfully through uncharted political waters.
Although idealism can be shared and applied
to institutional purposes it is born in individual
human hearts and minds and, in order to endure,
must be renewed and practiced there.
This was a critical characteristic of our early
government in which the political process flowed
from citizen to congress. The federal government was
small, dedicated to debating and defining legislation
and, with the exception of specified functions such
as mail, customs and tariffs, did not extend to a wide
local presence.

*

*

*

					

IDEALISM



In the period of our modern era there have
been countless conflicts by which power has been
transferred. Most of these have resulted in either
territorial expansion or the removal of monarchs
and their replacement by others for religious or
dynastic reasons.
Of considerable difference in their motivation

and impact were the three political/social revolutions
that took place in this country, France and Russia and
succeeded in overturning established orders with
calls for new ideals of Democracy, Liberty/Egality/
Fraternity, or Communism.
These were not just new ways to settle
old scores, as they included forms and systems of
government designed to change the relationship
between “mass” and “class”. Notably, ours was the
only one capable of peacefully exercising the power
it liberated. The others devoured their own in the
quest for absolute authority that cannibalized the
French Directorate and spawned Stalin’s widespread
purges of the Russian military and intelligentsia,
and even the Communist party itself.
We were different, having the benefit of
being a small colony three thousand miles removed
from the government from which we had separated,
and with a new continent at our disposal for our
political experiment.

THE GROWTH OF WEALTH AND THE
WEALTH OF GROWTH

“ . . . a different idealism capable of
managing the transition from
rebellion to republic. . . . ”
And yet, unlike France and Russia, our turn of
history was not all political. There was the spiritual
element, this “New Eden” on Earth which in the end
provided us with a different idealism capable of
managing the transition from rebellion to republic.
In the 1776 of our Declaration of Independence
the majority of the US population had arrived in this
country in their own or their parents’ lifetimes.
This span of time under British crown rule provided
the political soil in which the ideals of independence
and democracy would be planted and nurtured.
While there were strong differences of detail,
philosophy and personality between the various
colonies, they all became increasingly committed to
the far greater cause of creating a new country and
form of government.
It was their idealism that overrode the many
practical difficulties that they faced in the new
government’s formation and, then, its survival well
into the nineteenth century.
People from all parts of our national life,
not just politicians, were caught up in this grand
cause of creating a political and social entity unlike
any other on earth. It guided their thoughts, their
prayers and their efforts, and we can look back at it
from our own experience in awe and with the longing
for something cherished that was once part of us but
was lost — like youth, love or innocence.

*

*

*



Time passed and we began our westward
expansion, first across the Appalachians and then
the Mississippi, the Great Plains and the Rockies, to
the West coast.
Then, in just a few decades, mid-nineteenth
century America was transformed by a handful of
events – the Gold Rush, the Homestead Act, the Civil
War, the telegraph and the railroads – all of which
moved the center and balance of our society away
from its east coast origins.
But we are not dealing only in the movement
of population. In the decade of the Gold Rush’s
greatest production, millions of dollars worth of
minerals were extracted from our western states,
and many more were invested in them by the people,
the services and the products that the new wealth
demanded. As a result, for the first time the
emerging America had a financial center and asset
base that could compete on agreed terms with its
older, eastern counterparts.
The role our government played in the Indian
wars, our settlement of western lands and the growth
of the railroads gave it a new dimension. It became a
sponsor. And it became a grantor of political power
which could yield financial benefits.
In the last three decades of the 19th century
a steady stream of applications from western
territories to be admitted to the union was directed to
Washington. All of them involved large investments
of time, money, effort and cooperation.
With this process of transition from territory
to statehood, it became clear that both economic and
representative benefits were to be gained, and that
the structure and function of our government had
been expanded to include new ground.
The half-century from the end of our Civil
War to WWI created enormous new economic and
political capital and put the USA at the center of
international issues as an equal participant.
While these were heady and prosperous times
for our country, they dealt a serious blow to the
idealism of early American government. For here we
see in early clarity the emergence of a new political
DNA in a double helix of entwined money and power.
The idealism that had hoped to guide
government, people and politics to higher levels of
thought, justice and fairness had been set aside in
favor of money and power in what then seemed only
the course of natural economic progress, but which
would later have far-reaching consequences for
our freedoms, our Constitution and the process of
political flow.
The exceptional prosperity of the late 19th
century that resulted from territorial, population

and technological expansion brought with it the
beginning of a larger role for government in
maintaining a measure of balance in our changing
society.
Towards this end historic legislation such
as the Sherman Anti-Trust Act and the Interstate
Commerce Act came to pass. But congressional action,
while a helpful remedy for many of the most flagrant
excesses, could neither deflect nor diminish the
volcanic social and economic forces moving America
into the twentieth century.
This age has been called The Gilded Age and
the Age of Innocence. Gilded? Yes; the country was
creating enormous wealth, both public and private.
Innocence? No more or less than other countries of
the time, but in retrospect, most assuredly so.

gave rise to a new stratification in American life
which revealed the high and low points on our
economic ladder and the separation between them.
This, of course, dealt another heavy blow to our
idealism.

*

*

ENTERING THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

“ . . . citizens began to expect a
more populist form and function
from their government . . . ”
However, during this period of mostly placid
prosperity we can detect the first stirrings of two
very basic changes in our society. The first resulted
from the rapidly increasing wealth of government
which appeared to commercial and political interests
as welcome bounty to be shared. This marked the
beginning of a change in the political flow whereby
citizens began to expect a more populist form and
function from their government.
The second change was the embryonic stage,
not yet visible or even imaginable, of a truly mass
consumer economy.
A handful of men – Ford, Edison, Rockefeller,
Bell – created products that literally put a growing
segment of the national economy in the hands, both
male and female, of the American consumer who could
regulate their use by something as quick and easy as
throwing a switch.
In 1900 the old idealism of the “new Eden”
was very much a thing of the past. The new world
now meant “manifest destiny” and America extending
its message of wealth, diplomacy and strength
throughout the world.
The industrial revolution, at first in Europe
and the U.S. and then later throughout the world,
created new technologies, new products, new
machinery with which to make them and new markets.
The enormous wealth produced from this revolution
enabled and enriched individuals and governments
alike. What it could not do was be applied evenly to
all levels of society.
In the class culture of the “old world” this
was just more of the same, but in this country this
almost unimaginable wealth (at one time Cornelius
Vanderbilt had more money than the US Treasury),

*

			
		



As the nineteenth century drew to its close,
the great European powers engaged in extensive
colonial expansion throughout the world where
undeveloped countries with poor populations could
be theirs almost for the asking.
Our involvement in this process was minimal,
as we still had not fully accomplished the settlement
of our own territory, but we did acquire the
Philippines and Puerto Rico as the result of victory
in our Spanish – American War.
Rather fortunately, as it has turned out, we
were not a grand scale participant in the colonial
game as it played out in remote, but resource rich,
areas like Africa, Latin America, the Near-East and
Southeast Asia.
The clear truth is that there was so much
money and power being created here at home, as we
embarked upon our transition from an agricultural
to an industrial society, that we had no need to seek
them elsewhere at greater cost and risk.
As our wealth continued to grow exponentially and dominate our life and government, voices
within our society begin to call for restrictions, but
government’s response lagged our industrial development. In the span of a mere century the skilled
Yankee craftsman had been transformed into Charlie
Chaplin’s industrial worker overwhelmed by the machinery he operates in Modern Times .
The birth of the trade union movement and
its calls for reform and fairness provided echoes
of our distant idealism which were largely drowned
out by the noise and force of economic America. We
saw ourselves as both the product and prophet of
the new industrial age bringing new strength and
vitality to the world order, but not realizing that
our strength was considerably unbalanced in favor
of economics over morality.
WWI offered us a chance to return to an
idealistic society which, to some degree, we did. But
it wasn’t the old idealism by which we questioned
ourselves and created standards from our answers.
WWI’s idealism was a new experience for
us. It was international and it involved our joining
foreign allies in a military response to a European
aggression. Fortunately we were able to provide
the power to make a difference and to bring an end

to the insanity of four years of trench warfare as
practiced by the allied and German governments and
their general staffs.
However, even with as pronounced an idealist
as Woodrow Wilson in the White House, we were
unable to “win the peace”. In very short order
idealism was trampled by the rush to “return to
normalcy”.
This we did with the same exuberance, energy
and enthusiasm that we had applied to settling our
continent and fighting in France. We emerged from
WWI, as heroes and saviors, known and applauded
around the world, and we made the mistake of
“reading our own press clippings”.
For a decade after “the Great War” we, along
with the other great powers, played at a new, warborn escapism without realizing that both the name
and the game had changed. With the combination
of our post-war power and the bull market of the
1920s, we fell prey to self-satisfaction to color our
view of ourselves.
This form of national indulgence was brought
to a sudden and painful halt by the stock market in
1929. As painful as it was, however, what would
follow in the ‘30s would be unimaginably worse.

*
				

*

being in 1913 and that for some years thereafter
much of our national income was still derived from
tariffs.
The final whammy was dealt by nature in the
form of a severe drought which turned our midwestern states into a “dust bowl” and delivered
a blow to the agricultural sector of our economy
as destructive as those dealt to our industry and
commerce. Much, if not most, of our population at
this time was rural and tied to the land for their
own and others’ sustenance.
The prolonged drought of the “dust bowl”
destroyed farms, houses, crops, credit and the local
businesses that depended upon them. The hollow,
haggard faces and the blank look in the eyes of the
“Okies” leaving their farms were identical to those
of workers who moved from production lines to
bread lines as our economy shut itself down.
They showed no sign of hope, only despair and
defeat brought about by an unexplainable trauma.
FDR’s occupancy of the White House in 1933
offers a glimpse of a curious moment in American
politics. He immediately set about creating the
legislative structure for the “New Deal”, and
amazed both critics and supporters, but especially
the former, with the speed and scope of his actions.
This program established a new image of
government as having an active and sympathetic
role in providing economic and social services to
its citizens. As government moved into areas such
as Social Security, the graduated income tax, rural
electrification and farm support payments, FDR drew
heavy criticism for liberal and socialist beliefs.
The question arises as to why he embarked
upon such an innovative and controversial course.
As a fortunate descendent of Hudson River Valley
Dutch ancestors of considerable wealth, his early
years in Washington at the Navy Department, and then
later as governor of NY, revealed him as a moderate
democrat with broad connections to the political
and financial elements of society.
We believe the answer to FDR’s complete
commitment to “New Deal” policies resulted from
the failure of Herbert Hoover’s fiscal policies and
the great pain they caused.

*

THE 1930s

The decade of the Great Depression was as
important as any in our history – not only because
of the extreme economic and human suffering that
it produced, but because it introduced to our public
and private consciousness new ways of thinking that
would permanently alter both the form and policies
of our government.
Consider the circumstances when FDR was
elected in 1932. Much of the wealth held by the
nation’s upper middle and middle classes, and even a
surprising amount held by the super rich, had been
wiped out by the stock market’s crash.
In what today seems like an almost
unexplainable response President Hoover chose to
tighten the availability of credit which, regardless
of its economic impact, was certain to increase
human hardship, pain and dislocation. This loss of
credit was a deathblow to many businesses whose
customer bases were being decimated by rapidly
rising unemployment and falling liquidity.
A double whammy such as this was bad
enough, but further disaster lay ahead. The Smoot
Hawley Act of 1930 increased tariffs at a time when
the international trade system lacked the resiliency
to absorb them. It is important to recall that our
income tax at a flat rate of 2% had only come into

“ . . . very near an economic, social and
psychological breaking point.”



With the country moving into depression in
the latter years of the Hoover administration, by
the time FDR took office in 1933 it was very near an
economic, social and psychological breaking point.
Because the public’s pain and helplessness
were so evident and because Hoover’s efforts had not
produced any meaningful relief, Roosevelt assumed,

and probably rightly so, that only extremely bold and
unusual moves could have any chance of surviving the
disasters that had befallen the country’s economy
and its people.
The New Deal was a “big deal”. Perhaps had
FDR served only one or two terms, it might have been
moderated or partially repealed, but his election
for four terms, during two of which he was a wartime
president, established a growing sense of acceptance,
and even affection, for his policies and government’s
new role in the future of America’s democracy.

*
*
*
		
Our national economic ordeal of the ‘30s was
finally ended and replaced by the global ordeal of
WWII. As in WWI our native idealism resurfaced, but
again it was experienced as part of an international
military effort. It was not ours alone, but rather,
part of a common effort.
And so we embarked upon a heroic, four-year
struggle “to make the world safe for democracy”. In
the process we transformed some historic patterns
of international relations, creating unity out of
competition, respect out of rivalry and even trust
out of suspicion.
This was a magnificent effort made by many
magnificent men and women in all parts of the world.
With others we attempted to extend the idealism of
the victors to world peacetime government thru the
UN, but with the coming of peace reality began to set
in.
*

*

*

					

WAR’S END AND THE ‘50s

At the moment following our use of the atom
bomb against Japan and its capitulation, the US found
itself in a unique position. It was the only major
economic power that emerged from the war without
damage of any kind to its homeland territory and
production capability.
This had a tremendous effect upon the money/
power equation in our country, as it made possible the
instant commercialization and further development
of wartime technologies. With new methods, new
tools and new ways of financing our growth we took
the first steps on the path to becoming the world’s
sole superpower.
The ‘50s had some of the old idealistic gleam
about them. We felt we had the power, the judgment
and the right to fashion a democratic world based
on our own evolving model. Even under ideal
circumstances, this would have been a daunting task,



and circumstances, even though optimistic, were far
from ideal.
The drafting of the UN charter had commenced
before the reality of Russia’s and China’s communist
intentions were made clear. Flushed with victory in
war and a somewhat overly tolerant Department of
State, we, along with many others, failed to foresee
two major developments that would alter the world
and our place in it — the rise of world communism
and the demise of economic colonialism.
Listening to the lofty rhetoric of the UN
framers, the communists saw a threat and the third
world colonies saw a promise. Not recognizing this
was the first, great mistake of the UN’s drafters.
The second was the adoption of a structure
that would permit unlimited membership consistent
with its democratic ideals, but would set the stage
for continuing opposition between the General
Assembly and the Security Council. The effects of
these faults have been notable and are still very
much with us today.
The ‘50s in America seemed like an almost
idyllic time. We were at peace, prosperous, convinced
of the superiority of our own values and institutions.
We had in President Eisenhower a wartime leader of
unquestioned strength, determination and respect. It
was just all too good to last forever and, of course,
it didn’t. In retrospect these years had some of
that lull-before-the-storm, black tie dinner-in-thejungle feeling — the social equivalent of European
politics in 1939. Vast change lay ahead.
The centralization of wartime government and
power is not easily undone. People become used to
government exercising wider authority and playing a
larger role in their lives.
With the end of hostilities some elements
of the enlarged bureaucracy can be shut down, but
others find ways to survive or to be absorbed into
other agencies. This was very much the case after
WWII when government’s presence and participation
was claimed to be necessary to enable us to face the
many challenges and opportunities here and abroad
posed by our military success, and our political and
economic dominance that derived from it.
But there were other enormously powerful
changes taking place far removed from our political
center. In the corporate world new wealth was
created by pent-up consumer demand, as well as
the needs of ravaged foreign nations to rebuild
themselves, and the appearance of the many new
products being created from new technologies.
Business was very good.
Our labor force, as it absorbed returning
veterans and observed the growing prosperity of
which it was a vital element, set about to make up
for the wartime restrictions that had been placed on
wages.

CYNICISM

There was considerable economic and
human logic in labor’s claims which were pressed
vehemently and persistently. Strikes often resulted
and the labor/management negotiations of the postwar period provided a new form of public theatre.
Eventually, these struggles would become a
win/win situation for labor and management, as the
higher wages significantly increased the wealth and
buying power of America’s manufacturing middle
class.
Our face changed too. We acquired a new
suburban look to our landscape and a national
highway system. And we experienced an explosion in
our print and broadcast media, most notably with the
arrival of television.
The one common denominator to all these
developments was their alteration and expansion
of the money/power equation. The new scale — for
revenues, expenses, and debt, governmental or
corporate — bore no relation to the old. We were
entering a new economic, ethical and psychological
climate in which many of our old views and ways
would be found wanting or, perhaps, no longer of
interest or importance.

The decline of our national idealism was
accompanied by a corresponding rise in cynicism. The
relationship between them is that of a zero sum game
in which as one increases, the other is diminished.
Our rush to great wealth and power,
commencing in the late nineteenth century, provided
the ideal background against which these forces
could oppose each other.
What resulted was a broad and dramatic
flight from idealism that expressed itself at the
many political and cultural levels of our national
life.
Today cynicism is dominant and has largely
eliminated our capacity for critical challenge from
either the private or public sectors — a staggering
loss for any form of government, but especially for
democracy.

*

.
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AND NOW

Throughout the last half-century, as a nation
and society we have had to struggle with the effects
of the constantly accreting financial/political power
that is ours to wield.
Immediately after WWII we were the sole
superpower; then we faced thirty years of competition
during the Cold War at the end of which we reclaimed
the sole superpower label.
But have we asked ourselves the right
questions about being a sole superpower? While
our dollar amounts, especially debt, have grown
from millions to billions to trillions, the quality
of our elected government has steadily declined to
the point today where self-dealing, corruption and
incompetence are expected and accepted.
In the time that includes the ‘06 and ‘08
elections well over a billion, and perhaps as much
as two billion, dollars will be spent to nominate and
elect candidates. Straight answers will be scarce,
reversed positions will be frequent and the cliché
count will go off the chart.
But whomever is elected, do not disappoint
yourselves by expecting a real reversal. The double
helix of our political DNA, money and power, will not
change. It is one thing that, unfortunately, we can
pretty much count on.

*

*

*

*

THE REAL IMMIGRATION THREAT

___________________________________
					

.

*



Cynicism comes in many forms and intensities.
None is more pernicious than the selective
enforcement, or non-enforcement, of our laws. And
at the heart of our very difficult and troubling
immigration problem lies the hypocrisy and cynicism
of our failing to enforce existing law.
Beginning with the immigration reform of 1965
and then increasing with the 1986 amnesty, members
of the Congress from all parts of the country, but
mostly from our southwestern border states, began
to feel strong pressure from a mixture of interest
groups to change our immigration policy — not by
legislation, but by ignoring it.
Almost immediately after the 1965 rewrite of
our immigration law even its greatly relaxed controls
were attacked by open border proponents for whom
the immigration issue included not only social and
economic values, but also the goal of transforming
the life, language and law of our nation.
Because they lacked the political strength
to change the existing law, pro-immigration forces
undertook to sterilize it by non-observance, and it
is here that the enormous cynicism and hypocrisy of
our government reveals itself — first in accepting
selective enforcement as a means of pleasing all and
offending none.
And secondly, this selective enforcement
was not limited to the Congress, as, in order to be
effective, it also was necessary that it be imposed
upon other areas of government. These included
our Departments of State, Justice, Treasury and
Commerce as well as local law enforcement, judicial
offices and the Border Patrol.

It can be argued that the subversion of these
institutions was a minor step taken for a larger
purpose, but that is the old justification of means by
the end. Sadly, the failure of Congress to uphold its
own law was passed down to all lower enforcement
and judicial levels where non-observance became
policy.
While the immigration crisis’ numbers
of people and dollars carry with them serious
consequences and costs, the real rot at the root of
the immigration issue is the cynicism and corruption
it has created, and the way in which they have
worked their way through much of our government
apparatus.
In America the truth of twenty-first century
immigration is that we have accepted this for over
forty years. Its threat is that we will continue to do
so.

		

*

*

*

THE DEBT THREAT
The immigration and debt threats differ in one
respect and are similar in another. With the former
we face an uncontrollable influx of population; with
the latter, an apparently equally uncontrollable
outflow of our national wealth.
Each has dire financial results which, in
combination, probably within a generation, and
certainly in two, could reduce America to a high
technology, but economically destitute, nation in
accelerating decline.
These forces could so weaken our institutions
and processes that our representative system would
be replaced by government by decree which, while
appearing to provide cosmetic relief, actually
hastens the decline. Recall the French Revolution
and its Directorate.
Many of our politicians habitually refer to
America as the richest nation in the world, a claim
that draws less than full agreement in foreign
government circles.
The reason is that, while we display a façade
of continuing great wealth, behind the scenes we have
been steadily constructing a structure of economic
deficits that over time have reached amounts that
can now imperil our domestic stability and way of
life and our international relations.
We have a federal unified budget deficit that
was announced at $248 billion in fiscal year 2006,
but this figure pales in comparison and significance
to the liabilities and unfunded commitments that
have grown and accumulated for most of the last
half century.
Underfunding of major programs such as



Social Security, Medicare and others create these
debts. The end result is that, while our publicly
acknowledged national debt is around $8 trillion,
the actual amount of our government obligations is
about $50 trillion, up smartly from $20 trillion in
2000.1
We also have a balance of payments deficit
which measures the difference in our trade accounts
between imports and exports and which reached a
record high of $717 billion in 2005.2
And contributing further to this negative
economic trend is the fact that our personal savings
rate has continually declined to a level last reached
during the Depression in 1933 and which is now the
lowest of any major industrialized nation.3
The immigration and debt threats are like
parallel rails running towards the same disastrous
destination. Bilingual education, which has proved to
be a less than successful method of learning, costs
$28 billion annually,4 and other costs to taxpayers
incurred by immigrants, both legal and illegal,
amount to over $85 billion yearly.5
Add to these the recent Social Security
totalization treaty with Mexico that could allow
approximately five million illegals to receive SS
benefits, with a conservative estimated cost of $345
billion over the next decade,6 and it is clear how
closely these two issues are bound together, with
the costs of immigration being reflected in our
steadily increasing debt structure.
As different as these two threats are in some
ways, they are identical in that they are the result
of failure by the executive and legislative branches
of our government over a prolonged period to use
their power to protect the American public.
Quite to the contrary, their actions almost
assure that this and subsequent generations of
Americans, as the result of past and present policies,
will find themselves burdened with an unfunded debt
that at $50 trillion now amounts to about $435,000
for each household in the country7 and that can only
increase from year to year unless we can manage the
heavy political lifting of deep structural change.
Such change cannot be accomplished without
considerable pain at most levels of our society,
although, if past is prologue, the Congress will
find a way to exempt itself from any significant
discomfort.
The awful and overriding truth is that our
government, legislative and executive, has failed to
protect our borders and our treasury, and put the
country at rapidly increasing peril, for no other
reason than their own political convenience and
advantage.
In the halls of Congress and in the White
House some votes, even though the common good
demands them, are just too tough to make.

It is a real tragedy that the idealism that
was so widely felt and expressed when we formed
our nation has given way to our present shame,
corruption and deep cynicism.

*
*
					

to events, schools, teams, communities, etc. It was
inescapably derogatory whenever used.

*
*
					

*

THE BUSH LEAGUES

In the America of our youth, between the two
great wars of the twentieth century, baseball was
the national game. Pro football and basketball were
in their infancy attempting to identify audiences that
could provide sufficient revenues for them to survive
and grow. This was not easy in the depression era.
College teams dominated these sports by offering
good play, easy access and contests heightened by the
emotions of historical local and regional rivalries.
There were two major baseball leagues
each consisting of eight teams, all located east of
the Mississippi River as travel was by rail or bus.
All games were played in the afternoon and double
headers were often scheduled for weekends or
holidays.. Each team played the other seven teams in
its league twenty-two games for a total of 154 games
in a season that ran from April thru September.
No other sport had a season this long and
this advantage of exposure had been important in the
public’s embracing baseball as “the national game”.
Below the major leagues, there were several
minor leagues of graduated skill levels with teams
located in small or medium sized cities. These minor
leagues were known colloquially as the “bush”
leagues, and their teams were usually owned by or
affiliated with major league teams, thereby providing
a “farm” system to locate, train and feed talented
players to the major leagues. It was a successful
system for its time and engendered strong, and
sometimes fierce, loyalties for teams from small
towns to major cities.
The derivation of the word “bush” to signify
minor league status is not certain, but we suspect
that it comes from the major leagues’ drawing upon
the minors for their talent as being like “beating
the bushes”.
To a generation of young baseball fans who
chewed gum (instead of tobacco), talked tough, wore
baseball caps (visor forward), oiled their “mitts” to
make them more flexible and spent hours talking and
arguing over games, players and statistics, baseball
was often a framework in which they compared and
judged other parts of their lives.
The term “bush” as a means of indicating
lesser or inferior status or value was easily extended
beyond the world of baseball and applied to other
areas of life such as character, behavior and ability
in people and, less personally but still with meaning,



*

The last two decades have been dark days for
our presidency. In the middle were the two Clinton
terms marked by a wide variety of corruption and
loss of dignity. They were bookended by the mediocre
term of Bush I and the disastrous current years of
Bush II.
Bush I’s main achievement was forming the
coalition to oppose Saddam Hussein in the Gulf
War. After that he was plagued by the Iran/Contra
revelations, his use of the presidential pardon
to avoid any legal consequences for misdeeds by
convicted cabinet-level Republicans and our failure
to support an uprising, that we had encouraged, by
the southern Shia against the Iraqi dictator.
Towards the end of his term, he seemed
listless and, when the time came to campaign for
another term, he appeared as disoriented as a boxer
trying to relocate himself in the ring after taking a
nine-count.
The “mediocre” label seems justified by his
confused and unsuccessful campaign for reelection.
In today’s world an incumbent president holds
a tremendous advantage in occupying the “bully
pulpit” and having the power it provides to move and
manage the media. Add to this the inherent power
of the office that is constantly available to the
President, and a second term defeat for a sitting
president becomes more and more unlikely.
We suspect that Bush I may have found himself
faced with personal and political conflicts difficult
to resolve at any time, but especially so during an
election campaign.
In the two terms of Bush II we are witness to
one of the truly great disasters in American politics.
There is incompetence, abuse of power, corruption,
cronyism, and failed judgments throughout the term
and reach of his administration.
The events that reveal these responses may
vary; their results do not. And, of course, throughout
their cycle of appearance and reappearance there is
the pain and poison of cynicism playing out here and
abroad to friends and enemies.
The overriding, monumental error of Bush
II’s presidency has been the Iraq war. Its origins go
back before his election to the policy objectives of a
small, but powerful, group of conservatives that held
positions at one time or another in the Congress and/
or our Departments of State, Defense and Treasury
who came to be known as Neocons.
Key members of this group were Richard

true measure of our failure has been with us since
the beginning and will never go away.

Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Condoleeza Rice, Richard
Perle, and Paul Wolfowitz. They enjoyed continuing
support from a segment of conservative thought
that chose to distinguish itself from the very vocal
element identified with Christian evangelism.
While these Neocons were able to maintain a
steady and notable policy presence in the Washington
political/diplomatic scene, they lacked the final
lever of power that could convert policy into action.
Enter George W. Bush.
We see Bush as the dangerous combination
of a man of limited judgement who has been given
control of immense power. Most of the Neocons were
intelligent and articulate figures who had served in
prior Republican administrations. As such, they had
the means to impress and persuade George W. Bush
with their arguments.
He accepted their tutelage on various matters
while he served as governor of TX and was very much
in synch by the time he campaigned for the Republican
nomination and election.
While generally inclined towards their
arguments and positions, the critical moment
came when the Neonons presented their vision of a
democratic, free market near East in which Judaism,
Islam and Christianity could peacefully co-exist
and for which the liberation of Iraq would be the
starting point.

*

*

					

FALSE CLAIMS AND TRUE COSTS

Arrogance and cynicism walk hand in hand
and the shadow of one is cast by the other. Our
misadventure in Iraq has put both on prominent
display for all the world to see. It is not a pretty
sight.
Of the many examples two stand out as failures
of both our intent and conscience. The first is our
lack of any even basic analysis and inquiry into the
possible results of our effort to make over the near
East into something closer to our own political and
cultural image, even though a substantial record of
prior efforts and opinions was available.
In Iraq, our starting point was the ideology of
six Neocons, and their political force was sufficient
to dismiss other vital considerations of risk and
results that normally play a necessary role in
forming policy and taking military action.
Our second failure was our abandonment of
our democratic ideal in favor of imposing, by force
and without invitation, our political/economic/
cultural template upon another country. This was
an act of such supreme cynicism that its enormity,
rather than receding as time passes, is almost sure
to grow.
In both of these catastrophic failures our
full international and domestic political force was
applied by the Congress and our executive branch to
support and promote the Neocon ideology.
Our plan seemed to be one of vision and
victory with no realization of what lay between them
and what we would have to confront in order to
implant the former and secure the latter.
What is extraordinary is how little we knew,
and even more extraordinary, how little we attempted
to know about the consequences of Neocon ideology
transformed into foreign policy.
Those consequences are real and persistent.
They include almost thirty thousand American
casualties and many times that number of Iraqis. The
psychological and physical pain of living or dying
that we have caused the Iraqi people is unimaginable,
continual and seemingly endless as their lives,
businesses and institutions are being reduced to
rubble.
*
*
*		

“ . . . centuries of history, ethnicity,
culture and government would be
magically transformed.”
This grand plan of reordering the politics and
culture of this historically volatile region lacked
only the bold leadership its scope required. Bush
was the man, and American military and financial
power were the means, by which centuries of history,
ethnicity, culture and government would be magically
transformed.
Human effort, no matter how well intentioned,
can result in human error; and in matters of
government all judgments are human and can fail.
Who knows but that with a little more here, or a
little less there, the grand Neocon “con” might have
succeeded?
We doubt it, but for our country, the great
tragedy of the Iraq war lies not in the results the
Neocons hoped to achieve, but in the methods that
were viewed as acceptable for their pursuit.
Both at home and abroad, as we moved from
the rhetoric to the reality of war, we also moved
from our own idealism towards ideology.
The Bush administration has been accused of
deception in providing and withholding information,
and of using illegal methods to obtain it. But the

*
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high.

The costs of our incursion in Iraq have been
They will only grow, even if all factions

Too much of our superpower role has been
given over to “we’re number 1” macho rhetoric and
self-celebrating commentary without realizing that
to others our frequent assertions of superiority
proclaim insecurity rather than strength. And one
cannot help but question the extension of homegrown politics to areas and issues where they don’t
belong.
Given their access to power, it was easy for
the
Bush-Cheney-Rumsfeld-Rice-Wolfowitz-Perle
group to hijack our superpower role and transform
it into a new American imperialism that would plant
our flag and faith in foreign soil whenever and
however we might choose.
The line of error includes a compliant
Congress that, dominated by political considerations,
could neither exercise its oversight function nor
even inquire into consequences, time lines, exit
strategy, etc.
With insufficient military planning and force
levels and incompetent civilian administration, our
line of error became an accelerating downward
spiral.
Much of our current argument is already out
of date and fails to address the future in Iraq in any
meaningful way. No matter when or how we depart, it
will not be a clean break — war one day and peace
the next.
We may be forced to maintain the burden of
a military and financial presence for an extended
period. And the Iraqi people are certain to feel
severe residual pain throughout their conflicted
society.			
“The war on terror”, like “the war to end
all wars” and “the war to make the world safe for
democracy”, is one of those lofty phrases political
leaders use to try to sanitize war, but that’s not
possible. War doesn’t clean easily, especially this
one.
The full time and truth and trauma of Iraq
are as yet unknown, but we will bear their mark for
years to come in our dealings with others and with
ourselves.

fighting now were to put down their weapons and
“declare peace”. That is because untold billions of
dollars will be needed to rebuild the Iraqi nation
and economy.
And the same U.S. Congress that voted to
commit the American taxpayer to wage war in Iraq
will, most likely, also commit him/her to pay for its
reconstruction.
Before this cycle is complete decades from
now, the known costs for our heedless embrace
of Neocon ideology will measure in trillions of
dollars.
But there are other costs that we cannot
measure, but that have become increasingly apparent
as we have had to deal with the postwar medical
problems of those who served and fought.
The nature of insurgency and civil strife in
Iraq has caused much of our engagement to be with
the civilian population, and the horrors of killing
and maiming women and children, no matter by which
side, will not easily be dislodged from our military’s
memories.
Many combatants, with the help of prolonged
VA medical and psychological treatment, will be able
to return to some degree of prewar stability.
Many others will find this impossible, as
memories and images of their combat service continue
to play upon the screen in their brain. They will
make, but not be able to keep, appointments for VA
treatment or job interviews. They will use alcohol
and drugs, but find no relief for their pain or the
banality that surrounds them. And they will walk
the streets at all hours knowing that peace has come
only for some, not all; and always for others.
In the dark of the night there is no shadow.
The psychologically wounded patrol the streets,
sometimes with cynicism, but rarely with arrogance.
Theirs is a painful and lonely path marked for those
who are to be forever separate.
“ In a world of weaponry gone wild
the ultimate weapon must be wisdom . . . ”

*

*

*

*

Our involvement in Iraq follows a line of
successive error commencing with our conception of
our superpower role. In a world of weaponry gone
wild the ultimate weapon must be wisdom and moving
our perception from might towards right.
We live in a world of shifting alliances and
fluid power when right, and rights, can be difficult
to define. In the past two generations we have
been able to harness nuclear technology, but not
population growth. The numbers for the latter are
scary, and at some point will lay claim to rights.

*

*

A THREAT FOR ALL
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In matters environmental today we see with
clarity, perhaps of the doomed, how our government
policy eschews idealism, even the practical kind, and
has chosen the way of cynicism and arrogance.
The scientific community, not known for
unity of thought or action, has found cause in the
present climate change/global warming crisis to
come together to a surprising degree. It has looked
at the changing numbers, symptoms and directions

of natural forces and concluded that their present
trends point to a gathering disaster.
And they are now mostly willing to recognize
the fact that our life on our planet may be at the
root of its increasingly possible destruction.
Here, in one of the great global issues of
our or any time, when we might have exercised
our superpower status to the benefit of many, we
displayed a parochialism that left no room for claim
to leadership. We dismissed the Kyoto conference
and made no policy suggestions other than citing our
domestic economic concerns.
In a matter that bears the message of “We’re
all in this together” and cries out for leadership,
and even idealism, we opted for cynicism/arrogance
in the nature of “beggar – thy – neighbor”.
While the Kyoto decision was a presidential
one, still there was no outcry of opposition in
Congress where a broader conscience might have
prevailed, but didn’t because Republicans were in
control and, for political reasons, did not wish to
oppose the president.
One might think this approach to the global
environmental crisis was bad enough, but at home
we were to put cynicism and arrogance to even
more dangerous use by the suppression and, more
particularly, the rewriting of scientific texts and
opinions to lessen or blur their differences with the
Bush administration’s positions and purposes.
And here, again, the Congress must bear some
degree of fault. Even though it may lack direct
responsibility for operations in agencies such as
the EPA, Depts. Of Interior, Commerce, etc., it can be
heard when circumstances reach a level of national
concern or outrage.
Consider the effect of a small group of,
say, a dozen members of both parties and chambers
convening a press conference and calling attention
to the personal, political and constitutional abuses
of withholding the expression of opinion.
But there was no such action – no photo
ops; no press conference; no voices raised; and no
conscience expressed. What might have been a good
moment for idealism seems to have passed slowly,
sadly and surely beyond our reach.

the contrary, it has taken place during the time
of our greatest wealth and power. It is true that
government has played its part in this debacle, but
the real responsibility lies with us.

*
*
*
					
There is a striking similarity in our economic
development in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. In the former we witnessed the emergence
of three life-changing industries (oil, steel and
railroads) while we pursued our western frontier.
In the following century the development of
electronics, public media and auto/air travel shaped
our society and we extended our frontier to outer
space. The effect of any one of these would have
been sufficient to transform most countries. By
being host to three, all of which had direct consumer
impact, we expanded our national wealth and power
to ever higher levels.
It is arguable that our media changed the most
and with the worst consequences. From the time of
our first presence in North America to the turn of
the last century there was only one mass medium —
print, consisting mostly of many newspapers and far
fewer magazines, all in black and white.
The newspaper occupied a special place in
our expanding american life. Most small towns had
weekly papers and the large cities had one or more
dailies, but in the medium sized cities where there
tended to be only one, or one dominant, paper it was
a unique entity.
Think of Sacramento, Hartford, Des Moines,
Louisville, etc. where papers were family-owned and
operated by succeeding generations, and their owners
were important members of their communities. Their
pride and status created a sense of journalistic
responsibility and excellence that forged a strong
bond with their readers.
But there was something else equally
important in our pre-broadcast media. Newspapers
were the line at which the public and the government
could meet. This special relationship lasted until
radio broadcasting was able to build mass audiences
in the 1930s.
“ . . . journalism that informed their readers,
served their communities and strengthened
our democracy. ”

DESTROYING OUR SEEDSTOCK
The threats to our society posed by our
government’s inability to take responsible action in
many areas is matched by our own determination to
commit a kind of cultural suicide. Again, “we have
met the enemy, and he is us.”
And, again, this course is not the result of
painful circumstances such as poverty, war, famine,
plague or occupation by another power. Quite to
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The history of independent, family-owned,
local newspapers is as important as any other
cultural factor in the growth of our democracy.
Given the opportunity by our Constitution, they
engaged in a mostly responsible form of investigative
journalism that informed their readers, served their
communities and strengthened our democracy.

But enormous change in the form of
consolidation would strike the print media industry
following WWII. Curiously, while the 1930s and
‘40s had been peak years of popularity and growth
for print media, changes in population, labor and
revenues persuaded families with aging or no next
generation management to cash out.
Ready and more than willing to provide the
cash were their more entrepreneurial counterparts
who knew the business, recognized economies of
scale and operation and the value of hard assets
such as buildings, equipment and real estate.
In postwar America, new technology,
population, methods and sources of financing spurred
the process of consolidation in many industries, but
perhaps none as dramatically as the media—both
print and broadcast. As this process played out,
management and policy decisions came to be made
by an ever shrinking number of owners, and the
news reported or the editorial opinions expressed
represented a far smaller and more personal base.
As in government and other industries, the
money and power at stake and in play far surpassed
the amounts in existence when war ended in 1945.
Big money finds ways to apply its pressure to
obtain results (i.e., more money), and usually does
so by identifying its target’s weakest point.
Our broadcast media are connected to our
government through the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) which is supposed to represent
the public’s ownership of our broadcast spectrum
by licensing its use to commercial broadcasters
and the regulation of their programs’ content and
distribution.
And all our media are in close contact with
government through their constant coverage of
domestic and international news involving sensitive
matters such as national security, diplomacy,
elections, and finance.
In the aura of vast wealth, both public and
private, of our present and recently past America,
the pressure point for dollars with a purpose was
all too clear – the 535 members of Congress elected
to represent close to 300 million citizens.
It just wasn’t a very fair match. For one thing,
whereas a “consideration”, of one kind or another,
in return for political favor might have involved
some modest benefit a half century ago, the amount
today would be far larger and more persuasive.
But also the very process of representation
has changed. Its political flow has been reversed. The
eighteenth century form whereby the representative
shaped an opinion on behalf of his district and
delivered it to Washington is no longer the dominant
element. Rather the representative seeks to obtain
preferential results in the awarding of government
contracts, services, facilities and jobs to his district

for the delivery of which he can claim credit and
the right to reelection. And most of the input he
does bring to Washington from his district has to do
with these matters or, less directly, the issues that
determine or define them.
In between the issues and the representative
are the public opinion polls. From humble commercial
beginnings in the 1930s, designed to detect consumer
preferences for products such as soap or baking
powder, they have grown to be an integral element of
our public media voicing opinions of all kinds, about
all matters by small samples of the population.
For the elected member of Congress, polls
are more than a research tool. They are a weather
vane, providing the direction of the moment and the
means for relevance by reelection.
No more lengthy and arduous eighteenth
century travel by horse or canal are required to
reach constituents. Polls are conducted by third
parties and delivered to elected representatives in
the comfort of their local or Washington offices.
There they can be reviewed and then, without much
deviation, be used as the basis for talking points to
either funding sources or constituents.
This casts doubt on frequent statements
by politicians that, while they have heard of polls
being used by others, it is a process that they do not
practice. We’ll stand by our version.

*

*

*

1950-2000
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This half century, a mere blink of history’s
eye, had far reaching effects around the world,
but no more so than in our country where our
concentration of money and power provided a selfrenewing form of amplification.
In many ways these fifty years were similar
to the second half of the prior century. The main
difference was the much broader and more rapid
advance of technology that was unleashed by the
urgent, government funded R&D of WWII.
An incredible array of new products entered
and expanded our economy. These were designed to be
smaller, lighter and cheaper than their predecessors
and were assembled by new processes which often
required less or no human labor. And part of this
grand, new design program was the redesign of
machine tools so that they could operate at closer
tolerances, more quickly and uniformly and without
the risk of human error or injury.
The success of our technology invariably
attracted more capital to expand it or to create
competition. Money flowed like spring melt from the
mountains and, of course, power with it, but the two,
while joined, are also distinct, and in the American

economy of 1950-2000 two very powerful forces
and aspects of our national character, if not human
nature, came into play.
The first was financial expansion – new
and more technology and products providing more
revenues and profits and jobs, money, houses, cars,
etc. Let it out and spread it around; the “new”
capitalism is here and “it’s morning in America”.
But that growth cast a shadow and the shape
of that shadow was consolidation. Although there
was more wealth available, it could be managed more
successfully by fewer hands. Consolidation is not
expansionist. In commerce it generally entails the
movement of assets/wealth from multiple owners to
fewer ones.
In this process towards more concentrated
ownership it is explained that the greater good
cannot be accomplished without some dislocation.
Competitive product lines are eliminated as redundant
and their plants and labor discontinued. Downsizing
becomes a stated management objective, and union
membership decreases. Outsourcing of jobs to
foreign countries and its domestic counterpart
of redefining employees as independent, part-time
contractors also assure that more dollars will
reward the new, fewer owner/managers.
The explosive growth of broadcast media,
fueled by new population and purchasing habits,
placed radio and television stations in every major
and medium sized market in the country.
As with the print media, the more successful
and larger broadcast companies could not resist the
lure of smaller stations in good markets which, by
adding capital and reducing costs, could be made to
produce sequentially greater profits.
It was a “lock”; and many of the small, first
generation TV, radio and FM stations passed to the
new management of the major networks and/or other
newly developing media conglomerates.
There was also an interesting crossover
in print media management whereby the better
financed newspaper/magazine chains, recognizing a
revolution in the making and wanting to establish an
early presence in it, bought or established their own
broadcast properties.
Theirs was to be the best of all possible
worlds, as they could be assured of maintaining a
competitive position within the new technology. In
many areas this new strength enabled its owners to
effectively monopolize not only the marketing of the
news, but also its reporting and content.
The consolidation within the broadcast
media industry posed anti-trust issues which the
government would address locally with some success.
What it could not foresee and what it would be far
less successful in controlling was the rise of the
international megamedia conglomerate.

“Nothing’s better than more!”
These immense companies distribute their
products throughout the world. They influence our
youngest, preteen children and create celebrities
of whom Madonna is one of the most outrageous
and successful. Her concerts and recordings have
brought her hundreds of millions of dollars and
clearly show how successful the combination of the
media and entertainment industries can be. To bless
their union a line from one of her songs, Dick Tracy,
says it all: “Nothing’s better than more!”

*

*

*

A FATAL MIX
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Until the 1920s, when radio broadcasting
began to attract audiences, the American public
obtained almost all of its commercial, political
and entertainment news from print media, Today
television provides such powerful competition that
it dominates coverage of American life, with some
individuals reporting average daily viewing times of
more than five and six hours.
The emergence of media conglomerates
brought, in addition to shared ownership, shared
production facilities and programming and the
gradual erasure of the line of separation between
news and entertainment.
The first lines in the battle to fill TV time
slots and to capture audience share for these megacompanies are sports, rock concerts, soap operas,
films, sit-coms and any and all celebrity appearances.
And, as these front lines determine the bottom line,
they are able to reduce the corporate emphasis
and budget share accorded to news and other more
prosaic activities.
This process of absorption whereby most
of our print media have become parts of far larger
entertainment corporations has had some extremely
unfortunate consequences for our society and
culture.
In the first place, the entertainment megacorporations have immense power through their many
connections in government and the corporate world.
Being a part of that web cannot help but lessen the
motivation and conduct of investigative journalism.
As that process works its way towards the executive
suite, it generally manages to lose support. Most
companies find a way not to investigate themselves.
But the greatest failure for our country
and our culture has been the persistent decline in
quality of programming offered by the entertainment
industry at every level – films, TV, music, games,

lyrics, comedy.
The prevalent standard is what sells, with
the result that the finished product appeals to that
segment of the public at its lowest economic and
educational levels.
In this “race to the bottom” our megamedia
corporations have discovered sex, although it’s not
exactly new. What is new, however, is the degree to
which it pervades the industry’s editorial content
and is presented in ways so graphic that they would
have been unimaginable one or two generations ago.
Sex, itself, didn’t quite seem enough and, in
order to complete the programming package, the
TV industry marketers and writers added extreme
violence to the mix. The nature of this violence was/
is visual, bloody and so highly repetitive that it has
had the effect of desensitizing pain and suffering and
creating a culture of acceptance among its viewers.
We should not make the mistake of thinking
“it’s not real”; “it’s just TV”, because if we do, we
have then already lost centuries of effort to bring
mankind to a higher level and realization of itself.
What is available on the “small screen” in
our homes is the very specific portrayal of sex and
violence between men, women, children and animals
in any combination possible with language to match.
This is reality, not exaggeration.

*

*

others. Or, perhaps, no amount of money can repair
this damage to our society.
But the greatest damage is that we have done
to our souls, to our consciences, to our evolving
humanity. For these there can be no repair — only
shame, loss and the fear of what may come next.
For a preview, we need only pay attenton to
the reports of increasingly frequent, violent and
sadistic youth crimes. Life, and death, are becoming
noticeably cheaper in twenty-first century America.

*

*

Sociologists sometimes see societies’
behavior as being a pendulum process whereby when
a point too far is reached, a compensating force kicks
in and moves the pendulum back towards a central
position.
For instance, in the brief span of two
centuries England went from the very liberal ways
of the eighteenth century Age of Enlightenment to
the conservative Victorian era and then back again
to a more worldly Edwardian age.
However, at this point in our own age and
culture we seem to have arrived at an ultimate
cynicism. The values that we project by our mass
entertainment media to our own citizens and to
others abroad are so extreme that prior models may
not be applicable.
There is a point where the arc of the behavioral
pendulum breaks down, the machine destructs and
ordered movement ceases. It is possible, and even
probable, that we are at that point.

*

CULTURAL SUICIDE
The high priests of our present mass media
culture are the writers, producers, directors,
critics and performers of the songs, video disks/
games, concerts, records, plays, books and art that
now dominate every level of our society.
The tremendous volume of this output is bad
enough, but its content is even worse, and centers
around the vicious expressions of racial and sexual
violence that mark the world of rap and rock.
Given the hateful, lawless and explosive mix
of words and emotion that serves as our cultural
messenger, our next great failure has been not only
to permit, but to encourage, its delivery without any
restriction to our youngest, most impressionable
and least protected citizens.
The media priests and marketers extend their
reach through schools and sports events and other
youth activities, and they will be paid billions of
dollars for their efforts
The loss to our country of a whole generation,
or more, of its youth will be immeasurable. Trillions
of dollars may be needed in the future to try to
counter the effects of the steady onslaught of
misogynistic and racial hatred that we have allowed
to define American culture to ourselves and to

*

*

*

*

LOOSE ENDS
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We have by no means exhausted our supply of
examples of our national cynicism. One of the most
prominent can be found in the marketing practices of
our pharmaceutical industry which we will explore as
part of our October issue on health care in America.
Between now and then count the number of times
you hear Republican or Democratic presidential
candidates describe our health care system, as “the
best in the world”. But don’t believe them!
Cynicism and arrogance take many forms
in today’s America. The frequency and scale of
corporate criminality undertaken in the executive
suites of Enron and other highly visible, publicly
traded corporations in just the last decade provide
clear evidence of the damage done when ideology,
rather than integrity and enforcement, guides our
governmental machinery.
One aspect of our recent corporate crime

spree stands out. It is the process whereby a CEO
arranges to have nominated and elected to his board
of directors and its compensation committee members
who then create a CEO compensation package that
amounts to many millions of dollars annually. In
today’s world twenty to fifty million are not unusual,
and a surprising number of cases in the hundreds of
millions can be found.
As a means of personal enrichment this is a
very efficient mechanism, on a par, say, with the way
nineteenth century railroad organizers “watered
their stock”. In both instances public ownership
and trading offered no barrier, even though we
have tried through legislation to set controls that
can deter or prevent such excesses. Legislation,
however, is often no match for those determined to
circumvent it.
There are some pronounced similarities
in the economic climate of the second halves of
our nineteenth and twentieth centuries. There
was enormous wealth accumulation, the political
predominance of the Republican party and a wide gap
between our highest and lowest economic brackets.
There are also startling differences. In
the nineteenth century we were a young, sparsely
populated country still engaged in closing our
frontier. Today, we are a nation of 300 million people
with serious population/environmental problems and
an open border over which we have had no effective
control for almost half a century.
Neither the income tax nor a burdensome
federal bureaucracy existed in the 1900s; today we
have both. The list goes on.
But there are attitudinal differences, too,
and differences in time. In the earlier century we
were pretty much at the top of our form and our
foreign relations were mostly with relatively stable
European monarchies. We had the feeling that God
was with us and that, as history played out, it would
play our way.
Today, partly because of our own actions and
partly because of others’, we have no such confidence
or assurance and must realize that history, or time,
or faith can place us in moments of great and instant
danger. Increasingly — in energy, government,
leadership, the environment, foreign policy, and
others — it appears that the old ways do not work
and new ones are not yet available.

EPILOGUE
In our comments we try to deal with issues
facing our government that our government cannot,
or will not, face.
The explosion of technology and the expansion
of money and power that resulted from it in late
nineteenth and twentieth century America hold
important political and economic lessons for us. But
do we have the time or interest to learn from them?
There are vast differences. Our finger lies
on a nuclear trigger, not the Colt revolver “that
won the West”. But does the word “win” have any
reality in contemplating nuclear war?
Similarly, the conduct of our foreign policy
based on polite and patient contacts with the
Victorian and Edwardian era European monarchies
has no relation to what we face in the multi-ethnic
UN membership of over two hundred nations, where
every problem is viewed in differing religious,
political and economic shades.
These are the kinds of differences that
we must face and resolve, and how we do this will
determine our survival. These are not Republican
vs. Democrat differences, and the fact that so much
of our government’s structure and operation is built
on our two party foundation can prevent us from
forming clear policy in a timely and unified manner.
This two party division of political
participation has been a model for us and for others
for centuries. But the difference between now and
then is that technology has so compressed the time
and reflection needed to deal with policy issues that
our representatives fall back on the clichés of party
ideology and rhetoric.
There is some evidence that the internet might
be used to provide an objective source of information
and a site for voters to register their opinions in
both election and non-election years. Were this
effort to succeed the benefits would be significant.
First, it would provide a place parallel to our
elected government to register public opinion. This
falls far short of providing the type of referendum
offered by a parliamentary system, but would open
and modernize the process by which public opinion
is expressed to government. Could it become an
electronic form of street protest?
Secondly, there is the distinct possibility that
internet development of this type could facilitate
the expression of third party candidacies which, at
this time in our history, could serve us well.
The odds are heavily against a third party
as the result of our federal electoral laws and the
control of ballot access being in the hands of state
and local bodies.
Even though a third party candidate might

“The fault . . . is not in our stars,
but in ourselves . . .”
Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene 2
by William Shakespeare,

*

*

*
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not threaten the two major parties in a national
election, his/her candidacy would benefit from a
lesser need to raise money and an efficient way to
provide information.
And lastly, the proper kind of internet activity
could capture the attention of our elected members
of government and allow them to observe the
electoral process freed of two party perspectives.
In this event, we might even arrive at some sensible
and much needed electoral reform that would
improve and, hopefully, unify our procedures and
save considerable money at all levels — local, state
and federal.

*

*

“The politics of “more” persist,
only more so. ”
Its echoes carry down to state, local and
community levels where implementation is invariably,
and increasingly, accompanied by painful “hidden
costs”. The politics of “more” persist, only more
so.
There is an almost overwhelming cynicism in
our political leadership, without exception, proposing
a course of national action at the end of which awaits
disaster. Our Congress and our presidents know that
there is no such thing as perpetual growth within a
confined space. And yet, since the end of WWII our
growth has regularly, and without relief, exceeded
our carrying capacity.
This is a course for which there are very
evident penalties for all of us – destruction of
aquifers, loss of arable land, species and wetlands,
atmospheric and marine pollution and the reduction
of oxygen given off by plant life. Regardless, our
policy of continuously greater growth must surely
accelerate our reaching that now not so distant point
when both our funding and our natural resource
capabilities will fail.
Then, cynicism and arrogance will have led us
to their ultimate destination where, if we are lucky,
we may have a more realistic attitude forced upon
us; and, if we are not, we may undergo involuntary
species change.

*

We live in an age ruled by the politics of more
— more jobs, more votes, more money, more power,
more weaponry, more engagement with others and
more “interests” in their countries, more crime, more
poverty, more immigration, more global warming and
climate change, more technology, more people, more
hatreds, more religious differences, more disease,
more death, more war, more violence and sex, etc.
To some degree it has always been this way.
But there is now a major difference. We are faced
with the law of limits, with the fact that many of the
physical resources upon which we have based our
technology and our future are no longer available
in unlimited amounts and may already have reached
the point at which they are not adequate to meet our
escalating demand.
Wisdom would recognize that we will pass
through three stages of change — diminishing
availability, scarcity and exhaustion of our supplies
of a variety of resources.
Water is the most vital, and our overuse of
it has been taking place for the last half century.
But do not ignore the recent disappearance of honey
bees from their hives. Without this one species to
provide fertilization for a wide range of plants and
flowers, sixty percent of the food items on the
American menu could disappear from our kitchens
and dining rooms.8

*

*

*

*

*

WHAT CAN WE DO?

*

We approach what could be a truly fateful
election year in 2008. Already, the presidential
candidates of both parties are aligned in debates
designed to shed the weak and determine the strong
while time and money are widely available.
Even at this level, where candidates claim,
and are presumed to have, the judgment necessary
to confront and resolve major issues, the call for
growth is endlessly repeated.
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Our government is broken — fractured
along lines of ideology, party dominance, political
correctness, ethnicity, corruption and culture.
It used to enable the America dream; it now
diminishes it. This is one of many unpleasant facts
facing our government that our government will not
face.
Washington is a mess. Our elected government
exists in a state of paralysis in which effective
administration is fitful at best. Its members are
largely self-seeking and self-serving in their
absorption with party and personal electoral
politics.
But even the rest, who can lay claim to
intelligence and independence, come up against a
very controlling operational structure that has
been built over many years. It is, however, much
more than simple tradition, as it acts as a mold
that shapes ethics and behavior and thereby limits
effective action.
It is true that legislation can be a complex
and difficult process, but it is not impossible. Even

the most contentious issues can be broken down into
their individual components and then, when judged
by standards of fairness and the common good, can
offer an acceptable resolution.
What makes democracy so difficult is that
the definition of what’s fair and in the common good
can change, as can also the representatives who are
elected to make these definitions.
This is at the crux of our present governmental
crisis. It is far more important than tariffs, tax
breaks, contracts, public works or other money
messages that circulate through our Congress at
any given time; and which have to be supported by the
endless speeches, photo-ops, personal appearances,
travel, press releases, media events, etc. that provide
the continuous and simultaneous entertainment of
our political circus.
It is tempting, and entirely too easy, to say
our government has failed us, which it has. But
the sad truth is that it has done so with our silent
permission.
The most probable reaction to reading
commentary such as this is “It’s easy to find fault,
but what can I/we do? This is a valid question with no
easy answer.
The first step, it seems to us, and one from
which others may follow is to recognize that our
Republican/Democrat political system has degraded
in the last half century to the point where it is now
pretty much dysfunctional in providing policy and
legislative leadership that will benefit its citizens.
A third party with support necessary to open
the system and willing to ask the right questions
would be a help by presenting issues that the other
two parties would then have to address.
But a third party effort, by itself, is not
enough. It is the vox populi that must be heard in
order to change the politics of “more” (i.e., money and
power). This is not easy to imagine or to undertake,
and the question “What can I/we do?” makes sense.
The journey we have to make is one of
realization — realizing how serious a problem we
face and realizing what we have to do to change it.
It’s quite natural that the prospect of
repairing and renewing America’s democracy would
discourage any individual, but an individual joined
with other individuals is no longer an individual. At
the local political level even a handful of intelligent,
dedicated citizens, not burdened by ideological
priority, and willing to take objective positions
on national and local issues and to address their
positions publicly, to the media and political parties,
could begin the process of developing traction.
Magnify this effort around the country by asking
others to do the same. Eventually some of these groups
would coalesce around common ground or thought, and
their voice would grow in reach and effect.

In the natural course of bottom-up politics
a single voice, one individual, may emerge as leader.
This is possible, but not necessary, as the goal for
any such movement in today’s America would be
renewal, not revolution.

*

*

*

This is why we started publication of Matters
of Conscience four years ago. We hoped that we might
create a meeting place for some people as concerned
as we are about the state of our government and,
perhaps, willing to attempt to return to it a sense of
its former idealism and integrity.
It still seems worth trying. It’s the way we
started, and perhaps by going back to basics we can
make progress.
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