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WILL 9 GOP 
GOVERNORS PUT 
ROMNEY IN THE 
WHITE HOUSE?

B O B  F I T R A K I S
H A R V E Y  WA S S E R M A N

Nine Republican governors have the power to 
put Mitt Romney in the White House, even if 
Barack Obama wins the popular vote. With 
their secretaries of state, they control the elec-

tronic vote count in nine key 
swing states: Florida, Vir-
ginia, Pennsylvania, Ohio, 
Michigan, Iowa, Arizona, 
and New Mexico. Wis-
consin elections are under 
the control of the state’s 
Government Accountabil-
ity Board, appointed by the 
governor. 

In tandem with the 
GOP’s massive nation-wide 
disenfranchisement cam-
paign, they could---in the 
dead of election night---fl ip 
their states’ electronic votes 
to Romney and give him a 
victory in the Electoral Col-
lege. 

Thankfully, resis-
tance has arisen to the dis-
enfranchisement strategy, 
which seems designed to 
deny millions of suspected 
Democrats the right to vote. 
The intent to demand photo 
ID for voting could result in 
some ten million Americans 
being disenfranchised, ac-
cording to the Brennan Cen-
ter at New York University. 
Other methods are being 
used to strip voter rolls---as 
in Ohio, where 1.1 million 
citizens have been purged 
from registration lists since 
2009. This “New Jim Crow”---personifi ed by groups like 
True the Vote (New York Times)---could deny the ballot 
to a substantial percentage of the electorate in key swing 
states. 

This massive disenfranchisement has evoked a 

V O T I N G  M A C H I N E S

The machines can quickly 
tabulate a winner. But 
their dark side is 

simple: there is no way 
to monitor or double-

check the fi nal tally. These 
partisan Republican 

vote counting 
companies have 

written contracts to avoid 
transparency and open 

records laws. 
-- Bob Fitrakis and Harvey Wasserman

strong reaction from voting rights activists, a number of 
lawsuits, major internet traffi c and front page and editorial 
coverage in the New York Times. 

But there has been no parallel campaign to guar-
antee those votes are properly counted once cast. Despite 
serious problems with electronic tabulations in the presi-
dential elections of both 2000 and 2004, electronic vot-
ing machines have spread further throughout the country. 
In Ohio, former Secretary of State J. Kenneth Blackwell 
awarded a no-bid state contract to GovTech---a well-con-
nected Republican-owned company which no longer ex-
ists---to help count Ohio’s vote. GovTech contracted with 
two equally partisan Republican companies: Smartech for 
servers and Triad for IT support (Push and Pray Voting). 

Electronic voting machines with ties to Repub-
lican-connected companies have proliferated throughout 
Ohio. Federal money from the Help America Vote Act has 
helped move electronic voting machines into other key 

swing states in substantial 
numbers that are not easy 
to track. 

The machines can 
quickly tabulate a win-
ner. But their dark side is 
simple: there is no way to 
monitor or double-check 
the fi nal tally. These parti-
san Republican vote count-
ing companies have written 
contracts to avoid trans-
parency and open records 
laws. 

American courts 
have consistently ruled that 
the hardware and software 
used in e-voting machines 
is proprietary. For exam-
ple, California’s Public Re-
cords Act (CPRA) contains 
a Trade Secret Exemption. 
The courts in California 
apply a “balancing test” 
to determine whether the 
Trade Secret Exemption 
applies, but the contracts 
with voting machine ven-
dors are written in such a 
way that the court usually 
has no other choice but to 
side with the vendors and 
the state and county elec-
tion offi cials who inked the 
contract. High priced attor-
neys like Daniel McMillan 

of the Jones Day fi rm are often hired to “clarify” the law 
for the court. 

In a fi ling with the Voting Systems Procedures 
Panel of the California Secretary of State’s offi ce during 
the 2004 election, McMillan hammered out a “Stipulated 
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Confi dentiality Agreement” that states in part that a public 
records request by a voting activist “contain[s] confi den-
tial proprietary or trade secret information” and thus, is 
not a public record. 

Also that year, McMillan showed up in Georgia on 
behalf of the infamous Diebold Election Systems compa-
ny and invoked the Peach State’s Trade Secret Exemption 
to the open record law. McMillan wrote: “If information 
constitutes a trade secret under the Georgia Trade Secrets 
Act, the government agency in custody of the information 
has a duty to protect the information” from public scrutiny. 

McMillan goes on to argue that there’s also a 
Computer Software Exclusion that, “To the extent that 
any request is made for Diebold’s computer program or 
software, such a request would not be a valid request for 
a public record.” Diebold’s attorney cited the concern that 
“...it makes it easier to sabotage and hack the system and 
circumvent security features” if there’s transparency. 

That same year in Ohio, Diebold’s secret poll-
book system “accidentally” glitched 10,000 voters in the 
Cleveland area from the registration rolls. During the 2004 
election in Toledo, thousands of voters lost their votes on 
Diebold optiscan machines that were improperly cali-
brated or had the wrong markers. How the calibration and 
markers work are trade secrets. 

So, even the election boards that buy them can-
not access their tabulation codes. The bulk of the major 
e-voting machine companies are owned by Republicans or 
by corporations whose roots are diffi cult to trace. “While 

V O T I N G  M A C H I N E S
We Still Have Time” by Sheila Parks of the Center for 
Hand Counted Ballots warns that we enter the 2012 elec-
tion with no reliable means of guaranteeing that the elec-
tronic vote count will be accurate. 

In fact, whether they intend to do it or not, the 
Republican governors of the nine key swing states above 
have the power to fl ip the election without signifi cant pub-
lic recourse. Except for exit polls there is no established 
way to check how the offi cial electronic vote count might 
square with the actual intent of the electorate. And there is 
no legal method by which an electronic vote count can be 
effectively challenged. 

There is unfortunate precedent. In the heat of 
election night 2000, in Volusia County, Florida, 16,000 
electronic votes for Al Gore mysteriously disappeared, 
and 4,000 were erroneously awarded to George W. Bush, 
causing an incorrect shift of 20,000 votes. This was later 
corrected. But the temporary shift gave John Ellis at Fox 
TV News (Ellis is George W. Bush’s fi rst cousin) an open-
ing to declare that the GOP had won the presidency. NBC, 
CBS, and ABC followed Fox’s lead and declared Bush 
the winner based on a computer error. That “glitch,” more 
than anything else, allowed the Republicans to frame Gore 
as a “sore loser.” 

In Ohio 2004, at 12:20 election night, the initial 
vote tabulation showed John Kerry handily defeating Bush 
by more than 4%. This 200,000-plus margin appeared to 
guarantee Kerry’s ascent to the presidency. 

But mysteriously, the Ohio vote count suddenly 



10

shifted to Smartech in Chattanooga, Tennessee. With pri-
vate Republican-connected contractors processing the 
vote, Bush jumped ahead with a 2% lead, eventually win-
ning with an offi cial margin of more than 118,000 votes. 
Such a shift of more than 6%, involving more than 300,000 
votes, is a virtual statistical impossibility, as documented 
in our Will The GOP Steal America’s 2012 Election (www.
freepress.org). 

That night, Ohio’s vote count was being compiled 
in the basement of the old Pioneer Bank building in Chat-
tanooga, Tennessee. The building also housed the servers 
for the Republican National Committee and thus the e-
mail of Bush advisor Karl Rove. Secretary of State Black-
well was co-chair of the Ohio Committee to Re-Elect 
Bush and Cheney. He met earlier that day in Columbus 
with George W. Bush and Karl Rove. That night, he sent 
the state’s chief IT worker home early. The offi cial Ohio 
vote count tabulation system was designed by IT specialist 
Michael Connell, whose computer company New Media 
was long associated with the Bush family. In 2008 Con-
nell died in a mysterious single-engine plane crash after 
being subpoenaed to testify in the federal King-Lincoln-
Bronzeville voter rights lawsuit (by way of disclosure: 
Bob is an attorney and Harvey a plaintiff in this lawsuit). 

FreePress.org covered the vote shift in depth. The 
King-Lincoln suit eventually resulted in a federal injunc-
tion ordering Ohio’s 88 counties to preserve all records 
from the 2004 presidential election. 

But 56 of Ohio’s 88 counties violated the injunc-

V O T I N G  M A C H I N E S

tion and destroyed their election records. Thus no com-
plete recount of Ohio 2004 has ever been done. More than 
90,000 “spoiled” ballots, like those in Toledo, went en-
tirely uncounted, and have since been destroyed. No way 
was ever found to verify the 2004 electronic vote count. 
There are no defi nitive safeguards in place today. 

In 2008, swarms of election protection volunteers 
fi lled the polling stations in Ohio and other swing states. 
They guaranteed the right to vote for many thousands of 
Americans who might otherwise have been denied it. 

They had no means of guaranteeing the accuracy 
of the electronic vote count. But Pennsylvania, Ohio and 
Michigan all had Democratic governors at the time. Flori-
da’s governor was the moderate Republican Charlie Crist, 
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not likely to steal an election for a party he would soon 
leave (Crist has since endorsed Obama). 

At the time, we advocated banning money from 
electoral politics, abolishing the Electoral College, univer-
sal automatic voter registration for all US citizens, uni-
versal hand-counted paper ballots and a four-day weekend 
for voting, with polls worked and ballots counted by the 
nation’s students. 

But as Sheila Parks puts it in The Perils Of Elec-
tronic Voting Machines And Democracy’s Solution: Pub-
licly Observed, Secure Hand-Counted Paper Ballots 
(HCPB) Elections: “In 2010, ultra-right-wing Republican 
governors were elected in Alabama, Arizona, Florida, 
Maine, Michigan, New Jersey, Ohio, South Carolina, Tex-
as, and Wisconsin. In several of these states, these gover-
nors were not part of a long line of Republican governors. 
In fact, in some of these states, these governors interrupted 
a long line of Democratic governors.” 

So this year Rick Scott is governor in Florida, 
Tom Corbett in Pennsylvania, John Kasich in Ohio, Rick 
Snyder in Michigan, Scott Walker in Wisconsin and Jan 
Brewer in Arizona. All are seen as hard-right Republicans 
unlikely to agonize over fl ipping a Barack Obama major-
ity into a victory for Mitt Romney. 

That doesn’t mean they would actually do such a 
thing. But the stark reality is that if they choose to, they 
can, and there would be no iron-clad way to prove they 
did. 

Another stark reality: hundreds of millions of 
dollars are being spent to win this election by multi-bil-
lionaires Sheldon Adelson, Charles and David Koch, the 
Chamber of Commerce and other corporate interests. For 
them, spending a few extra million to fl ip a key state’s 
electoral votes would make perfect sense. 

While Obama seems to be moving up in the polls, 
the huge reservoir of dollars raised to elect Mitt Romney 
will soon fl ood this campaign. We might anticipate well-
funded media reports of a “surge” for Romney in the last 
two weeks of the election. Polls could well show a “close 
race”---for Congress as well as the presidency---in the 
early hours of election day. 

And then those electronic voting machines could 
be just as easily fl ipped on election night 2012 as they 
were in Ohio 2004. 

Would this batch of swing state Republicans do 
that for Romney? We don’t know. COULD they do it? 
Absolutely. Would you be able to fi nd defi nitive, legally 
admissible proof that they did it? No. Would the courts 
overturn such a tainted victory? Not likely. What could 
ultimately be done about it? In the short term, nothing. 
In the long-term, only a bottom-up remaking of how we 
cast and count ballots can guarantee this nation anything 
resembling a true democracy. It is, to put it mildly, a real-
ity worth fi ghting for.

Bob Fitrakis and Harvey Wasserman have co-authored fi ve 
books on election protection, including the newly published 
e-book, Will the GOP Steal America’s 2012 Election? (Harvey 
Wasserman and Free Press). 

V O T I N G  M A C H I N E S
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W H Y  V O T E ?

LESSER OF TWO 
EVILS

E L L E N  F I N N I G A N

In the South Park episode, “Douche and Turd,” South 
Park Elementary holds an election for a new school 
mascot, and the students are given a “choice” be-
tween a giant douche and a turd sandwich. The epi-

sode has been praised for encapsulating the libertarian 
attitude toward voting. It certainly encapsulates the liber-
tarian attitude toward politicians, but the episode has al-
ways bothered me as a libertarian and a Christian. Despite 
its seemingly subver-
sive message, it supports 
America’s civic religion 
and promotes the idea of 
voting for “the lesser of 
two evils.” Christians who 
take their beliefs seriously 
should do neither. 
Civic Religion

Democracy is a 
“religion” in every sense 
of the word: It deals with 
an unseen, mystical force 
(the popular will); it has a 
priestly class that discerns 
the popular will (politi-
cians and the media); it 
has martyrs (soldiers), rit-
uals (voting) and dogmas 
(“every vote counts”); it 
aims to fulfi ll the spiri-
tual need of human beings 
to be a part of something 
larger than themselves; 
and it treats non-believers 
(non-voters) as heretics to 
be shamed and ostracized. 

In South Park, 
Stanley says he’s not go-
ing to participate in the 
election: “I think voting 
is great, but if I have to 
choose between a douche 
and a turd, I just don’t see 
the point.” His attitude gets him banished from town. Puff 
Daddy even tries to kill him as part of his “Vote or Die” 
campaign. When Stanley eventually comes to terms with 
the imperfections of democracy, he returns to town to do 
his civic duty, and his candidate loses in a landslide. None-
theless, Stanley is once again part of the tribe, and he is 
assured that his participation had meaning: 

Sharon: You can’t judge the merits of voting on 
whether or not your candidate won. 

Randy: Your vote still mattered. 
South Park lampoons America’s civic religion but 

ultimately endorses it. In that way, “Douche and Turd” is 
no more “libertarian” than the political satire in The Daily 
Show, Saturday Night Live, or The Simpsons. These shows 
ridicule the state of politics in America, but they never go 
so far as to question the system itself. George Carlin was 
the only entertainer that I know of who dared to commit 
the heresy of saying that people should stay home on Elec-
tion Day. 

To quote James Bovard: “Voting is a process that 
consecrates the government’s control of the people.” If 
the choice is between a douche and a turd, (moreover if 
you do not consent to ever-increasing levels of govern-
ment control, regardless of whether the person wielding 
that control would be a douche or a turd or Steve Jobs 

or Mother Teresa), then 
not voting, or voting for 
a third-party candidate, is 
the best way for libertar-
ians to make their voices 
heard. 

Here’s my prob-
lem with the much lauded 
South Park episode from 
a Christian perspective: 
Note that Stanley’s opin-
ion that “voting is point-
less” fails to take into ac-
count the question of evil, 
or what man should do in 
the face of it. The episode 
portrays elections as ab-
surd (fair enough), but the 
question of evil never en-
ters the equation, and the 
potential consequences 
of the election are under-
stood to be negligible. 
Hence, Stanley’s attitude 
of blithe indifference can 
only be considered un-
derstandable, rational and 
appropriate.

When it comes 
to modern day American 
politics, though, there are 
serious stakes involved. 
Given the destructive po-
tential of America’s mili-

tary might and the clear desire in Washington to make 
use of it at every turn, and given the State’s unique ability 
to destroy prosperity, trample civil rights, and generally 
make life a living hell for people, any Christian who be-
lieves in the Fall must concern oneself with Presidential 
elections, if for no other reason than this: Systematic evil 
is practically guaranteed when power is so concentrated. 
Even if you don’t believe that the “douche” and “turd” are 
evil human beings, per se, (even if you can listen to Hill-

If you believe that we, 
as a country, continue to 

go in the same horrifi c 
direction regardless 

of whether the 
Republicans or 

Democrats are in 
power, and that supporting 

either one would be akin 
to supporting these evil 

endeavors, what do 
you do?

-- Ellen Finnigan
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ary Clinton’s giddy laughter here at the mention of “tak-
ing out” Iran and not be bothered by what is either her 
blithe indifference toward the horrors of war or her brazen 
bloodlust), one would be hard-pressed to argue that there 
is not some kind of evil, pervasive and persistent, lurking 
in the corridors of power in Washington. How else could 
one explain wars of aggression based on lies, the mass kill-
ing of innocents, the surveillance state, rigged elections, 
fascist economic policies, propaganda, the destruction of 
the dollar, the unfettered accumulation of debt, the glori-
fi cation of violence, the culture of fear, the militarization 
of the police, the control of the press, the suppression of 
free speech? If you believe that we, as a country, continue 
to go in the same horrifi c direction regardless of whether 
the Republicans or Democrats are in power, and that sup-
porting either one would be akin to supporting these evil 
endeavors, what do you do?

The Lesser of Two Evils 
Some people insist that, even when both options 

are reprehensible, a voter still cannot afford to sit out an 
election. To fail to vote or to “throw away” your vote by 
voting for someone other than a Democrat or Republican 
would be taking a defeatist or quietist stance. Man has a 
responsibility to squelch evil (they might say), to prevent 
it, combat it, but man must also be practical. So the ques-
tion becomes: How to combat evil? For this group the an-
swer is a simple: Vote for the lesser of two evils. (This is 
also known as the “Anyone but _______” argument.) 

This position is essentially pragmatic, and I re-

W H Y  V O T E ?
cently came across an essay called “No, Not One” writ-
ten by George Orwell in 1941 that articulates it perfectly. 
Mind you, in this essay, Orwell is not writing about vot-
ing. He is writing about war. The impetus for the essay 
was a book called No Such Liberty, which had a message 
of pacifi sm, an ideology which Orwell opposed and re-
peatedly denounced. Though he is not writing about elec-
tions, I believe Orwell’s words here effectively convey the 
logic behind the “lesser of two evils” argument. 

Moreover, those who promote this logic with 
regard to voting are often, to my mind, chauvinists and 
demagogues. They infl ate the evil of the “other guy” and 
exaggerate his vices, while disregarding or excusing the 
infractions of “their guy” and playing up his virtues, in 
order to create the illusion of contrast. So while I’m writ-
ing here about voting, and Orwell is writing about war, I 
think the parallel works: Orwell is talking about evil that 
presented an immediate threat to the world in 1941, and as 
for the “lesser of two evils” crowd, they always turn into 
alarmists as the election draws near, painting a cartoonish 
picture of the evil inherent in the other party and liken-
ing the election to an apocalyptic showdown akin to a war 
against the forces of evil.

Here’s what Orwell had to say:
Underneath this lies the hard fact, so diffi cult for 

many people to face, that individual salvation is not pos-
sible, that the choice before human beings is not, as a rule, 
between good and evil but between two evils. You can 
let the Nazis rule the world; that is evil; or you can over-
throw them by war, which is also evil. There is no other 
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choice before you, and whichever you choose you will not 
come out with clean hands. It seems to me that the text 
for our time is not “Woe to him through whom the evil 
cometh” but the one from which I took the title of this ar-
ticle, “There is not one that is righteous, no, not one.” We 
have all touched pitch, we are all perishing by the sword…
There is no such thing as neutrality in this war.

Orwell is saying that while war is evil, it is not 
as evil as the Nazis; therefore it should be employed to 
conquer them. In terms of logical reasoning, it seems one 
could just as easily write:

The choice before Americans is not, as a rule, be-
tween good and evil but between two evils. You can let 
the Democrats rule the world; that is evil; or you can over-
throw them by voting in the Republicans, which is also 
evil. There is no other choice before you.

The lesser-of-two-evils crowd admits that both 
options are evil, but maintain, like Orwell did, that one is 
less evil than the other. Orwell was a clever chap, and it 
is my suspicion that the majority of readers would agree 
with his logic, which could readily be applied to voting; 
they might say something about the “real world” and the 
impracticalities or hypocrisies of pacifi sm and anarchism 
and personalism and all other forms of “utopian” thinking 
that promote the conquering of evil with something other 
than evil, and I can forgive Orwell his pragmatism and 
compromise with the world because he was certainly an 
ambiguous and lukewarm Christian, if he was a Christian 
at all, and while he may have considered himself a mem-
ber of the Church of England and believed in a certain 
Judeo-Christian moral code, he did not, it has been sug-
gested by scholars, believe in an afterlife or in the eternity 
of the soul. 

No Other Choice?
The question, to my mind, is: Can a Christian stop 

here? Can a Christian join the lesser-of-two-evils crowd? 
Do we believe what Orwell says, that “there is no other 
choice” before us? 

I read something years ago by a writer who was a 
contemporary of Orwell and no lukewarm Christian: C.S. 
Lewis. It was a passage in Mere Christianity only a few 
lines long that got lodged in my head, and I think it has an 
eerie relevance to this whole issue of voting and the lesser 
of two evils. In the passage, which follows, Lewis is writ-
ing about the idea that we are all one, as in “one body,” yet 
we are all different parts. He says that people usually have 
a tendency to go too far in one direction: Either they over-
emphasize the point of “oneness” and become “totalitar-
ians,” or they forget that we are all connected and become 
“individualists.” But that’s not the idea that struck me. He 
was using this example to make a larger, more important 
point about the way the devil works, and if you’ve ever 
read his book The Screwtape Letters, you know that Lewis 
had incredible insight into the psychological dimension of 
evil. The larger, more important point he was trying to il-
lustrate is this:

I feel a strong desire to tell you – and I expect 

you feel a strong desire to tell me – which of these two er-
rors is the worse [becoming an individualist or becoming 
a totalitarian]. That is the devil getting at us. He always 
sends errors into the world in pairs – pairs of opposites. 
And he always encourages us to spend a lot of time think-
ing which is the worse. You see why, of course? He relies 
on your extra dislike of the one error to draw you gradu-
ally into the opposite one. But do not let us be fooled. We 
have to keep our eyes on the goal and go straight through 
between both errors. We have no other concern than that 
with either of them. 

This passage perfectly explains our habits of mind 
with regard to American politics and perhaps the sinister 
nature of a two-party system. Is it merely the “devil get-
ting at us,” by presenting two errors that we begin to con-
cern ourselves with, and no matter which way we go, it is 
still error, and he has won? Think about it: Christians’ “ex-
tra dislike” of Democrats draws them into the camp of the 
Republicans (or vice versa). If only Christians could make 
a psychological break with the “two errors” we are pre-
sented with! If only Christians would try harder to think 
seriously and honestly about good and evil, and keep our 
eyes on the goal, instead of concerning ourselves with the 
lesser of two evils.

What should one do to combat evil? For starters, 
I would say stop endorsing it, supporting it, approving it 
and condoning it with your vote. 

Woe to him through whom the evil cometh. 
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If you are choosing the lesser evil, it is still evil, 
and you are registering your consent to that evil. If you 
refuse to vote, you are at least depriving them of that: your 
consent. Flannery O’Connor once wrote: “Does one’s in-
tegrity ever lie in what one is not able to do? I think that 
usually it does.” So stay home. Bake a cake. Say a prayer. 
Mow your lawn. Smoke a joint. Do anything except vote. 
After all, the whole point of a Christian life is to try your 
best to “come out with clean hands,” right?

At this point I expect the “lesser of two evils” 
Christians to object with: “But evil prevails when good 
people do nothing!” But of course that argument rests on 
assumptions about what qualifi es as “doing something.” 
Contrary to the methods of politics, which seek to affect 
external change through the use of force, this kind of “do-
ing something” starts from within, in the individual’s heart 
and soul. First off, a refusal to vote is a kind of resistance. 
To a Christian who believes in temptation and sin and the 
reality of evil in the world, the act of resisting qualifi es as 
a very important kind of “doing something,” even if it ap-
pears to be a negative act. 

But beyond that, a refusal to participate in the 
civic religion can represent the positive act of giving-up of 
false idols. If done mindfully, it entails an effort to ground 
yourself in a deeper truth. It can mean a conscious com-
mitment to a new way of thinking about your choices, 
and a whole new way of orientating yourself towards the 
world. It can act as a concrete expression of your trust in a 
different kind of power. If you are a Christian, you believe 
that all of this is not insignifi cant. The work of faith is of-
ten quiet, and all change starts from within. Any effort to 
water the mustard seed counts for something. It has “real 
world” power, even if we can’t foresee or predict what it 
will eventually result in or lead to. 

If you must vote, then don’t vote for the evil that 
you think is better. Vote for that which you believe is good, 
for that which you believe is best of all. In any case, vot-
ing, like everything else in life, should be seen as a spiri-
tual exercise, a psychological test. This November would 
be a great time to practice what Lewis preaches. Do not let 
yourself be fooled. Find a way of going straight through.

Ellen Finnigan recently published The Me Years and teaches 
writing online to homeschooled kids. ellenfi nnigan@gmail.com. 
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Her Name Was
AMERIKA

It was an idea
 Sprung in my head.

She was my fi rst Love
I thought she was so

BEAUTIFUL
She sent me to school

taught me the 
    Golden Rule
I was no fool

Solid as Bronze
carved out of Parisian

Liberté, égalité, Fraternité
Statues for US

not kings
sing

Helen could I Kiss thy face
Mariam would you let

me get
to second base

Love is not a Disgrace
This Place?

God did not go to Art School
All this Ugly Drole !

But what is the most beautiful ?
Why a life of free rule !

Lady Liberty, that Statue.
Oh what launches she did displace

Achilles in the Heel 
Soldiers dressed in Steel

Troy we Will Destroy
We will Destroy

And burnt the topless towers of tabulae ansatae
Go give to Helen the kiss she’s due.

She’s not a lady 
Just an Image that I would Kill For.

Ah Faustus

--Mark Breza
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W H Y  V O T E ?

ON WASTING YOUR 
VOTE

M . G .  P I E T Y

A disturbing number of Americans are going to 
end up wasting their votes in this next election. 
They’re unhappy with the status quo, but instead 
of changing it, they’re only going to reinforce 

it. I’m not talking about democrats who are so unhappy 
with Obama that they’re planning to vote third-party. I’m 
talking about democrats who are unhappy with Obama, 
but who are so afraid of Romney that they’re going to vote 
for Obama anyway and justify that vote by invoking “the 
lesser of the two evils” argument. It’s about time someone 
pointed out that it’s the in-
vocation of that argument 
to defend otherwise inde-
fensible political choices 
that has driven us relent-
lessly into our current po-
sition between a rock and 
a hard place.

Albert Einstein is 
reputed to have said that 
the greatest invention in 
human history was com-
pound interest. I beg to 
differ. I think it’s the “less-
er of two evils” argument. 
It’s brilliant. Give people 
two options, neither of 
which they fi nd appeal-
ing, convince them that a 
third option, a genuinely 
attractive one, is just not 
practicable and that they 
must thus choose between 
the bad and the worse, and 
you’ll be able to get them 
to choose something they 
would never otherwise 
choose.

You can get peo-
ple to do anything that 
way. You start by offering 
them a choice between 
something that is just 
marginally unpleasant and 
something that is really 
repellent. Once you’ve 
gotten them to choose the marginally unpleasant, you raise 
the bar (just a little mind you, you don’t want them to catch 
on to what you’re doing). Now you offer them a choice be-
tween something to which they have really strong objec-
tions and something that is deeply offensive. Most people, 
of course, will choose the former, if they think it’s either 

that or the latter. Now you offer people who’ve become 
inured to living under objectionable conditions a choice 
between even worse conditions and something that is truly 
unthinkable. It’s not a mystery what they will choose.

There’s been a lot of angry posturing from Ameri-
cans who think of themselves as progressive about how 
the purported political center in this country has been 
moving inexorably to the right, yet it’s these very people 
who are directly responsible for the shift. If you vote for 
a candidate who’s farther right than what you would pre-
fer, well, then you’re shifting the political “center” to the 
right. Republicans aren’t responsible for the increasingly 
conservative face of the democratic party. Democrats are 
responsible for it. Democrats keep racing to the polls like 
lemmings being chased by the boogeyman.

“This is not the election to vote for real change” 
runs the democratic refrain. We’re in a crisis! We must do 

whatever it takes to ensure 
that the republicans don’t 
get in offi ce even if that 
means voting for a democrat 
whose policies we don’t re-
ally like and which are only 
marginally distinguishable 
from those of the republican 
candidate. That “margin” is 
important, we’re reminded 
again and again. That little 
difference is going to make 
all the difference.

Even if that were 
true, which it ought to be 
clear by now it is not (see 
Bart Gruzalski’s “Jill Stein 
and the 99 Percent”), it 
would still offer a very poor 
justifi cation for voting for 
a candidate one doesn’t re-
ally like. Why? Because it is 
an expression of short-term 
thinking. Thomas Hobbes 
argued that privileging 
short-term over long-term 
goals was irrational, and 
yet that’s what we’ve been 
doing in this country for 
as long as I can remember. 
Americans are notoriously 
short-term oriented. As Luc 
Sante noted in a piece in the 
New York Review of Books, 
America is “the country of 
the perpetual present tense.” 

Perhaps that’s part of the anti-intellectualism that Richard 
Hofstadter wrote about. “Just keep the republicans out of 
offi ce for this election!” we’re always commanded. “We 
can worry about real change later!”

Of course anyone who stops to think about it 
ought to realize that that mythical “later” is never going to 

God is not going to deliver 
to us the candidate of our 
dreams from the clouds, 

the candidate who despite 
his (or perhaps her) 

wildly populist views 
somehow manages to win 
over the corporate powers 
we have allowed, through 

our own incorrigible 
stupidity, to control the 
political process in this 

country. 
-- M.G. Piety  
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come. Our choices are getting worse not better, and if we 
keep invoking the “lesser of the two evils” to justify them, 
we are in effect, digging our own graves.

God is not going to deliver to us the candidate of 
our dreams from the clouds, the candidate who despite 
his (or perhaps her) wildly populist views somehow man-
ages to win over the corporate powers we have allowed, 
through our own incorrigible stupidity, to control the polit-
ical process in this country. If we are ever going to see real 
political change of the sort progressives purport to want, 
then we are going to have to be brave enough to risk losing 
an election. Which shouldn’t require all that much bravery 
when one thinks about it, because real progressives have 
been losing elections for as long as anyone can remember. 
Democrats haven’t been genuinely progressive for as long 
as anyone can remember.

If you vote for a democrat because you think of 
yourself as progressive you are wasting your vote because 
what you are actually saying is that you are willing to sup-
port a candidate who is not really progressive, that the 
democrats can continue their relentless march to the right 
and that you will back them all the way. That is, if you 
vote for a democrat because you say you are progressive, 
you are saying one thing and doing another. But actions, as 
everyone knows, speak louder than words. You can go on 
posturing about how progressive you are, but if you vote 
for a democrat that posturing is empty.

If we are ever going to see real progressive politi-
cal change in this country we have to be brave enough to 
openly risk defeat, and we have to have faith that our fel-

W H Y  V O T E ?
low progressives will be similarly brave. William James 
makes this point very eloquently in his essay “The Will to 
Believe.” “A social organism,” he wrote,

of any sort whatever, large or small, is what it is 
because each member proceeds to his own duty with a 
trust that the other members will simultaneously do theirs. 
Wherever a desired result is achieved by the co-operation 
of many independent persons, its existence as a fact is a 
pure consequence of the precursive faith in one another of 
those immediately concerned. A government, an army, a 
commercial system, a ship, a college, an athletic team, all 
exist on this condition, without which not only is nothing 
achieved, but nothing is even attempted. A whole train of 
passengers (individually brave enough) will be looted by 
a few highwaymen, simply because the latter can count on 
one another, while each passenger fears that if he makes 
a movement of resistance, he will be shot before anyone 
else backs him up. If we believed that the whole car-full 
would rise at once with us, we should each severally rise, 
and train-robbing would never even be attempted. There 
are, then, cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a 
preliminary faith exists in its coming.

Progressive political change will never be a fact 
unless we have faith in its coming, unless we have faith 
that others will back us up when we refuse to be forced to 
vote yet again for a candidate we do not like.

I, for one, abhor cowardice. I’m not going to be 
intimidated into voting for a candidate I don’t like by 
threats of the “greater evil.” I do not expect that my can-
didate will win the election. I expect, however, that my 
vote will count for something and not merely in the sense 
that it will allow me to preserve my self-respect. I’m not 
afraid of being condemned as naively optimistic. Without 
such optimism we’d never have had democracy in the fi rst 
place. Democracy, one of the crowning achievements of 
human history, is precisely the product of the courage to 
act on one’s conscience and that faith that others will do 
so as well. If we’ve lost those things, then we will get the 
president we deserve.

M.G. Piety teaches philosophy at Drexel University. She is the 
editor and translator of Soren Kierkegaard’s Repetition and 
Philosophical Crumbs. Her latest book is: Ways of Knowing: 
Kierkegard’s Pluralist Epistemology. mgpiety@drexel.edu.  
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Our omnipotent King on his White House lawn
Feels as if he can’t go on

He’s worried about his littlest one
He hasn’t lost a daughter, he’s gained a son

(So don’t bother him with trifl es)
We’re just a pawn in their political chess

Striving to keep the world in a mess
All right sire, we’ll do our best

Even though it’s all in jest
(‘Cause losing a pawn don’t mean much)

To the rest of the world we must look good
We use our bombers like we should

But drop them where they’ll do no good
In forests where they’ll shatter wood

But never where the enemy stood
(The politicians might lose an issue)
Cyclops general sits on his throne
Grieving mothers weep and moan
Their sons’ bodies ripped and torn

Listening to the miseries groan
(He’s built a wall around him)
At last we get the word to kill

Through clenched teeth we say we will
Kill until we’ve had our fi ll

Someone else will foot the bill
(But be careful you don’t hurt them)

Into death’s open jaw
Men like statues crumble and fall

Soldiers naked with no place to crawl
But there’s no one there to hear their call

(And so they die crying)
Casualties soar up even higher

Wounded men with their limbs on fi re
They’re screaming in the Devil’s Choir

To leaders who are very tired
(The banquet was a long one)

Our one-eyed General with his arm in a sling
We ask him who could do such a thing

He says, “Don’t worry men it doesn’t mean a thing”
“We want revenge” our voices ring

(He broke it playing tennis in Saigon)
The fat prostitute with a sadistic grin

Beckons you to her house of sin
With a life sized portrait of Ho Chi Min
While her blind children try to do you in

She whispers that you’ll never win
(You see these people are friendly)

Back at home in his cabinet seat
The Whiz Kid and his council meet

To exchange smokes and smell their feet
And talk about the price of wheat

Or what to do with this Viet Nam freak
Better put it off another week

(We’ll talk about something important)
Flag draped coffi n come passing by

While widows and mothers weep and cry
The face of death is in their eye
And they ask the question why
Why did my son have to die?

Better they get no reply
(Thank you for the use of your son!)

By John Wilson & Rick Zoller 

Thank You For The Use of Your Son
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Becoming an entrepreneur is an attractive notion 
for sure. Imagine a mass of individuals ener-
gized to compete with each other, test the market 
to realize their freedom. It’s a throwback to the 

early days of the country 
when corporations had 
yet to be invented in their 
modern form; a vision 
endorsed by some of the 
Founding Fathers who 
believed that the success 
of the ordinary person 
was integrally linked to 
small business ventures. 
How liberating might 
this notion be today if 
the playing fi eld weren’t 
walmarted with too-big-
to-fail mega-corporations 
and oligopolies! 

Many have this 
vision in 2012, particu-
larly the young who are 
fi nding it rather diffi cult 
to break into the system 
in these down-turning 
times. Even if you can 
survive the licensing and 
permitting jungle, loans 
are hard to get these days 
through the conventional 
banking circuits. The 
banks have lots of cash 
but much of it remains 
idle, or sits in off-shore 
accounts. The reason, 
we’re told, is that those 
who control these pursed 
strings need some cer-
tainty about where the 
economy is going before 
they can invest. That the 
investment itself would 
alleviate the uncertainty, 
as some counter-arguers 
say, is rejected out of 
hand by those who view 
self-fulfi lling prophecy as specious. 

The public sector is the banker for the ordinary 
person without money and resources. And defi cit spend-
ing can create wealth and opportunity for those aspiring 
to make it into the middle class, as Paul Krugman shows. 

This was the basis for the huge expansion of the middle 
class in post-WWII America. We ran defi cits through most 
of this era. Debt is the source of capital. It’s no accident 
why there’s so much emphasis on austerity these days. Re-
ducing spending and cutting budgets takes these opportu-
nities away.  

So it helps to get a bump. Wouldn’t it be grand 
if there was such a thing as a level playing fi eld and ev-
erybody played by the same rules; if everybody had a 
family business to develop; if everybody had a trust fund 
and didn’t have to worry about work! It’s hard to compete 

with those who have it 
all set up in advance and 
need neither a bank nor 
government. Their par-
ents may have had only 
a dime to their names 
and built it—their for-
tunes—themselves, as 
the Republicans iterated 
at the Tampa conven-
tion. And ironically the 
trustfunders are increas-
ing in number as jobs 
are being taken away 
from masses of citizens. 
Are we building a soci-
ety where a sizable lei-
sure class will manage 
the destiny of an even 
more sizable body of 
permanent part-timed 
workers?

Charlie would 
love to get a startup 
stash. He saved for sev-
eral years from his salary 
as a manager at a fran-
chise, but was recently 
laid off and has had to 
use the money to make 
ends meet and take care 
of his family. Neither his 
parents nor his siblings 
are fi nancially secure. 
A few attempts to start 
online businesses have 
not panned out, but he 
hasn’t given up hope yet 
with that. And while he 
pursues these options, 
he’s been doing free-
lance carpentry. 

Charlie’s fan-
tasy has always been to be his own boss. He detests work-
ing for others, and especially big companies with lots of 
employees. Their working conditions and environment 
make it very diffi cult to realize one’s potential. He simply 
doesn’t see himself as an organization man. In fact, ever 

EVERYBODY LOVES 
A WINNER!

J O H N  O ’ K A N E

L I B E R T A R I A N I S M

Libertarianism is very 
attractive in theory, it sounds 
so good, and it’s easy to be 

seduced by Ann Coulter’s 
words and Milton Friedman’s 

prose. But it seems that 
in practice powerful 

people liberated to act 
in their own interests 

without external constraints, 
especially governmental 

ones, monopolize wealth 
and power to an ever 
greater degree, and this 
leads to more inequality. 

. -- John O’Kane
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since high school he’s periodically considered making the 
big break and living out in the wilds away from all au-
thorities. 

We crossed paths one day in a parking lot. He was 
exiting his “roach coach,” a vintage mid-60s example of 
the species. I was drawn to the Ron Paul sticker on the 
bumper sculpture. We had a nice chat and this led to many 
others. 

“A shame what the Republican brass did to Ron 
Paul’s delegates at their convention! He’s the only devia-
tor from the party line.”

“He’s the only politician out there who’s telling it 
like it is!”

“Cutting the budget and the…”
“…that for sure! If we don’t take care of the defi -

cit, it’s gonna take care of us!”
“How will it do that?...who will it take care of?”
“The government keeps spending and spending 

what it doesn’t have, and if we don’t get a handle on it 
we’ll soon be bankrupt.”

“Aren’t we a long way from having an insolvent 
government?”

“Are you kidding?! The numbers are too big to 
imagine!”

“But as long as the Fed can print money, not that 
we should rely on that as a good option, we’ll never be 
broke. In fact many economists are saying we don’t have a 
debt crisis given the percentage of the defi cit to the whole 
economy, and…besides we need public debt in a bad re-
cession to prevent the system from collapsing.”

L I B E R T A R I A N I S M
“Where did you get those gems?!...from left-

ist economists who have their heads up their you know 
what?” 

“Doesn’t Paul want to make massive cuts that will 
throw the economy into further recession? Plus the scary 
thing is that he isn’t specifi c about what cuts to make and 
who’ll be most affected.” 

“That has to be done to get back to a free and pro-
ductive society!” 

“Millions and millions of people who had noth-
ing to do with why this recession happened have to sacri-
fi ce a signifi cant portion of their lives to keep the whole 
healthy?!”

“Once the cutting starts, as he says, that’s when 
all sorts of opportunities will open up and…people will be 
forced to fi nd better employment, create their own jobs…
and these won’t be make-work jobs that the government 
has either, which are basically welfare!”

“But government has already been severely cut 
during Obama’s administration and that’s not happening! 
Does Paul have a new twist on this that people missed?” 

“It takes time! But it’s actually already happening 
according to what I heard the other day on Fox News…
Obama!! He’s the biggest spender in the country’s history 
according…”

“…he’s actually one of the smallest…the smallest 
for sure since Eisenhower according to Forbes magazine 
recently!”

“What place…that’s gotta be false! Everywhere 
you look..everybody you listen to says we’re becoming 
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socialist…government is taking over our lives.”
“Obama has been cutting the federal government 

and payments and grants to the states for the past few 
years, spiking public unemployment…and the corpora-
tions won’t pick up the slack…and with such a bad busi-
ness environment, it’s not exactly easy to create your own 
job!”

“Well, that’s because they see him for what he is, 
don’t trust him…they’ll get behind Paul…they know for 
sure he’s no socialist!”

“What do you mean by socialism? Americans are 
hostile to the very…”

“…government runs everything, tells you what to 
do, gives people that don’t deserve it too much money, 
makes everybody the same so…”

“…have you experienced more government in 
your life? It seems that, despite more intrusion into the 
internet and increased surveillance, the Fed’s delegating 
more and more to private entities.” 

“Yes!! I was denied a small business loan and I 
know I qualifi ed…a friend couldn’t get permits to start a 
business…they’re gonna make us get ID cards, and…my 
guns…it’s all over the news and net…they’re talkin about 
taking our guns!”

“Can’t imagine that!...the NRA owns Congress, 
it’s one of the biggest lobbies!”

“It’s Obama!...he’s doin all sorts a things behind 
the scenes…there’s the NDAA that he’s decided to…”

“…seems Obama talks good government but al-
ways brings in the private sector to deal with issues. He’s 
so concerned with helping homeowners but let’s the big 
banks take care of the foreclosure problem…voluntarily 
of course! Obamacare is a giveaway to the private insur-
ance industry. He supports cuts to public education and 
endorses charter schools!”

“He says whatever he can…ya can’t trust him. 
Behind the scenes it’s a different story. The liberal media 
never misses a chance to distort the picture!”

“But…socialism? That’s really a stretch!”
“All those people out there collecting welfare for 

99 weeks…they don’t even wanna work.”
“You know anybody like that…their situation?”
“Yeah, yeah…they’re all over! If we stop those 

payments to deadbeats we’ll have a lot more money to cut 
the defi cit and that will lead to a healthier economy and 
more jobs.”

“But unemployment isn’t welfare! It’s an insur-
ance system paid into by employers. The government 
picks up a chunk of this, but what are people supposed 
to do? They didn’t create this economy. We have a jobs 
crisis. The jobs that are out there, most of them don’t pay 
enough, a lot less in some cases than the unemployment.”

“But that’s socialism! Nobody should take from 
someone else who works hard. Those are my taxes that are 
paying for them to do nothin!”

“What about employers? When they pay such low 
wages, don’t they take away something from those who 
work hard? Why can’t they pay a fair wage so…”

“…no, no, that’s…nobody should tell someone 

what it is…that violates their freedom.” 
“But not the freedom of the worker who can’t sur-

vive on the wage and has to take unemployment?” 
“He’s free to take a different job that pays enough!”
“Where are they?…why can’t employers be good 

patriots and do the right thing? If they keep people work-
ing at a living wage we all benefi t! Taxes will keep coming 
in and…Germany has a program where the government, 
instead of passing unemployment checks, gives money to 
companies to pay a part of the wages for workers who 
would be laid off if they keep them on the payroll…and it 
has low unemployment and a budget surplus!”

“But government…that may seem okay…not sure 
I really…where will all that lead?...to making everyone 
dependent on government, making everyone the same, 
and that’s socialism too!”

“Keeping people employed is making them the 
same?”

“That’s where things will be if we…”
“…but who’s saying that? There are people out 

there saying we should all be the same?”
“That’s what Obama keeps saying, when he criti-

cizes the successful CEOs and says they have to pay the 
same taxes as the rest of us!”

“The same as the rest of us. Where does he?...
make taxation fairer, but not so that everyone pays the 
same. Policies have certainly not made more of us the 
same. Inequality keeps growing, and Obama hasn’t done 
much to reverse the trend.” 

“Give him time! If he has his way…if he gets re-

L I B E R T A R I A N I S M
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elected, this country’s fi nished!!”
“But socialism barely exists anywhere on the 

globe. Cuba for sure, but China is a capitalist country run 
by bureaucrats who call themselves socialists and it has 
got a severe inequality problem. To have socialism you 
need a partnership between government, business and 
workers. Here government and business partner without 
workers, whose wages keep declining relative to the cost 
of living, and more and more of the middle class is slip-
ping down into the workers’ ranks. Workers are on the run 
internationally!” 

“Here the unions keep making more and more, 
and they can’t be fi red like the rest of us…all they have to 
do is hang around and collect seniority!”

“They should be reformed for sure, but only about 
7% of the workforce is unionized in the fi rst place. And 
why can’t everyone make a good union-type wage in such 
a rich country? Isn’t that the American Dream?” 

“They have to get it on their own, not through 
government or unions…no socialism!” 

“Do CEOs get those infl ated salaries completely 
on their own? No politicking or pressure from friends in 
high places or lobbying?”

“They’re not…the higher the better, whatever the 
market will bear…they just work hard and compete and 
get chosen!”

“Don’t certain groups of people vote for what 
their salaries will be, and the benefi ts and those bonuses 
and severance packages and golden parachutes?!” 

“No vote…there’s no politics or anything like 

that. They get what they’re naturally supposed to get.”
“Aren’t those professionals that fi ght for each oth-

er and their salaries kind of a union?”
“No, unions interfere with the market and force 

people to do things they wouldn’t do on their own.” 
“There’s no socialism at the top?”
“No, no…only at the bottom…those who want to 

be at the top but want a handout to get there!”
“Bailouts to banks and companies aren’t hand-

outs?” 
“Not handouts…if the economy is headed for di-

saster then something has to be done to keep the banks 
going, but then only if they can keep close track of where 
the money goes and what it does.”

“There are lots of people out there that did noth-
ing to cause this problem and followed the rules and who 
would love to get an interest-free loan with few strings at-
tached or even none at all to get back on their feet.”

“Yeah, well that would bankrupt the country!…
those bailouts should have never happened.”

“We should have just let things happen and picked 
up the pieces…let the market do its magic?”

“There’s no other way.” 
“Didn’t the auto bailout show another way? Mon-

ey from government to save an important industry and 
jobs too? It’s generally revered as a success.” 

“That…no, no, the auto industry would be in 
much better shape now if the government had stayed out 
of it!”

“So you’re a purist, like Ron Paul, or even Rand…

L I B E R T A R I A N I S M
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get government out of all economic activity? Even get rid 
of subsidies to corporations?” 

“Absolutely!”
“Do you support the Tea Party then? It was hostile 

against all the bailouts, which by the way were fi rst done 
by the republicans! Giving money to those at the top and 
demanding that labor take big cuts is a long way from so-
cialism, and that seems the pattern we’ve adopted.” 

“Yes, for sure!...those folks are true patriots. They 
stand up for freedom of the individual and the American 
Way! I’m really a libertarian at heart, just like the Pauls.”

“They have a lot of good things to say, but they 
also tend to blame everything on government and let the 
big corporations off the hook!” 

“We wouldn’t have problems with the big cor-
porations if government got off their backs! Regulations 
block competition and take away our freedom. If they do 
well, we do!”

“So too much regulation somehow led to the bail-
outs? 

“Well, it led to a messed-up system where instead 
of competition you got everyone doing what they can to 
outdo someone else’s government benefi t!”

“Interesting way to put that! Yeah, that is part of 
the problem it seems. But then how do you undo these 
bailouts? All that money passed from the public purse to 
big corporations who won’t hire…that’s hardly making us 
freer. Especially when these corporations are demanding 
that labor take big wage cuts. This is the bargain struck 
for a renewed economy. That’s the formula for the auto 

bailout. The auto workers had to take cuts of nearly 50%!” 
“That’s the fi ght. Don’t let it happen again and 

get it back…get it back from the corporations and the big 
unions that keep making the job creators pay wages that 
are too high!” 

“But the government is in bed with these corpora-
tions! Now it’s socialism for the rich only.” 

“That’s why we have to make major cuts and get 
government completely out of the whole thing, as Ron 
Paul says.”

“You mean collapse it and start over? Lots of pain 
from that, and many who aren’t very free now will become 
even less free!” 

“Sooner we get to it the better…those who are 
worthy will fi nd jobs.”

“That will work out exact? There will be a clear 
line dividing those who succeed and those who don’t?”  

“It’s up to the person to take charge of their situ-
ations!”

“But can everyone have control over their fates?...
in a chaotic downturn like we have now, are millions just 
not trying?”

“Necessity is the mother of invention!”
“Assuming you’re right, where does it stop? If we 

keep shocking a lower-level slice of the population, won’t 
this lead to the necessity to shock more and more?”

“It stops when people act free and stop it. We got-
ta get society healthy…that’s the most important…in the 
meantime we have to take one for the Gipper, as Ronald 
Reagan said.”
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“But doesn’t austerity breed more austerity, and as 

a result we’re reaching a point where we can’t reverse the 
effects? No matter how individuals try and exercise their 
freedom, aren’t these effects too overwhelming? Shock-
after-shock of cuts leads to a deeper and deeper hole for 
government treasuries, and this defi cit blocks the expan-
sion needed for additional jobs. The tragedy is that it’s 
those at the bottom who already suffer that are getting hit 
the hardest from this. Won’t it take a generation for these 
jobs to come back?”

“No, it will happen much quicker than what all 
those liberals and leftists say. Plus, there is no alternative. 
Any government support or welfare will only delay the 
return to a healthy and productive society.” 

“The idea of a healthy society is fi ne if you’re al-
ready included, if the down-turning disease hasn’t affected 
you. But why do only some have to pay for a society that 
most others live in and which remains more or less normal 
for them?”

“They don’t have to! They could have done things 
differently with their freedom and participated in the 
healthy part. It’s their choice!”

“Even Reagan increased spending and the role of 
government in the recession of the 80s.” 

“That’s where he went wrong! The free market 
has to work without interference from any outside forces. 
It’s nature. Just listen to Ann Coulter or read Milton Fried-
man.”

“I have! Libertarianism is very attractive in theo-

ry, it sounds so good, and it’s easy to be seduced by Ann 
Coulter’s words and Milton Friedman’s prose. But it seems 
that in practice powerful people liberated to act in their 
own interests without external constraints, especially gov-
ernmental ones, monopolize wealth and power to an ever 
greater degree, and this leads to more inequality. Which 
you could argue is fascism, the excessive accumulation 
of power at the top. It seems that’s the direction we are 
going, not toward socialism. Witness the mushrooming of 
trustfunders. And this trend seems incompatible with de-
mocracy, the notion that the people should control.”

“But all this is good! True liberty makes winners. 
That’s what it’s all about!” 

Excerpt from A People’s Manifesto. 
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First came the hullaballoo over the “Mosque at 
Ground Zero.” Then there was Pastor Terry Jones 
of Gainesville, Florida, grabbing headlines as 
he promoted “International Burn-a-Koran Day.” 

Most recently, we have an American posting a slanderous 
anti-Muslim video on the Internet with all the ensuing tur-
moil.

Throughout, the offi cial U.S. government po-
sition has remained fi xed: it condemns Islamophobia. 
Americans respect Islam as a religion of peace. Incidents 
suggesting otherwise are the work of a tiny minority -- 
whackos, hatemongers, and 
publicity-seekers. Among 
Muslims from Benghazi to 
Islamabad, the argument has 
proven to be a tough sell.

And not without 
reason: although it might be 
comforting to dismiss anti-
Islamic outbursts in the U.S. 
as the work of a few fanat-
ics, the picture is actually 
far more complicated. Those 
complications in turn help 
explain why religion, once 
considered a foreign policy 
asset, has in recent years be-
come a net liability.

Let’s begin with a 
brief history lesson. From 
the late 1940s to the late 
1980s, when Communism 
provided the overarching ra-
tionale for American global-
ism, religion fi gured promi-
nently as a theme of U.S. 
foreign policy. Communist 
antipathy toward religion 
helped invest the Cold War 
foreign policy consensus with its remarkable durability. 
That Communists were godless suffi ced to place them 
beyond the pale. For many Americans, the Cold War de-
rived its moral clarity from the conviction that here was a 
contest pitting the God-fearing against the God-denying.  
Since we were on God’s side, it appeared axiomatic that 
God should repay the compliment.

From time to time during the decades when anti-
Communism provided so much of the animating spirit of 
U.S. policy, Judeo-Christian strategists in Washington (not 
necessarily believers themselves), drawing on the theolog-
ically correct proposition that Christians, Jews, and Mus-
lims all worship the same God, sought to enlist Muslims, 

CONSEQUENCES OF 
US ISLAMOPHOBIA
A N D R E W  B A C E V I C H 

sometimes of fundamentalist persuasions, in the cause of 
opposing the godless. One especially notable example was 
the Soviet-Afghan War of 1979-1989.  To infl ict pain on 
the Soviet occupiers, the United States threw its weight 
behind the Afghan resistance, styled in Washington as 
“freedom fi ghters,” and funneled aid (via the Saudis and 
the Pakistanis) to the most religiously extreme among 
them. When this effort resulted in a massive Soviet defeat, 
the United States celebrated its support for the Afghan 
Mujahedeen as evidence of strategic genius. It was almost 
as if God had rendered a verdict.

Yet not so many years after the Soviets withdrew 
in defeat, the freedom fi ghters morphed into the fi ercely 
anti-Western Taliban, providing sanctuary to al-Qaeda 
as it plotted -- successfully -- to attack the United States. 
Clearly, this was a monkey wrench thrown into God’s 
plan.

With the launching of the Global War on Terror-
ism, Islamism succeeded 
Communism as the body 
of beliefs that, if left un-
checked, threatened to 
sweep across the globe with 
dire consequences for free-
dom. Those who Washington 
had armed as “freedom fi ght-
ers” now became America’s 
most dangerous enemies. So 
at least members of the na-
tional security establishment 
believed or purported to be-
lieve, thereby curtailing any 
further discussion of wheth-
er militarized globalism ac-
tually represented the best 
approach to promoting lib-
eral values globally or even 
served U.S. interests.

Yet as a rallying 
cry, a war against Islamism 
presented diffi culties right 
from the outset. As much 
as policymakers struggled 
to prevent Islamism from 
merging in the popular mind 
with Islam itself, signifi -

cant numbers of Americans -- whether genuinely fearful 
or mischief-minded -- saw this as a distinction without a 
difference.  Efforts by the Bush administration to work 
around this problem by framing the post-9/11 threat under 
the rubric of “terrorism” ultimately failed because that ge-
neric term offered no explanation for motive. However the 
administration twisted and turned, motive in this instance 
seemed bound up with matters of religion.

Where exactly to situate God in post-9/11 U.S. 
policy posed a genuine challenge for policymakers, not 
least of all for George W. Bush, who believed, no doubt 
sincerely, that God had chosen him to defend America in 
its time of maximum danger. Unlike the communists, far 

This debate over who 
actually represents 

God’s will is one 
that the successive 

administrations of George 
W. Bush and Barack 

Obama have studiously 
sought to avoid. 

 -- Andrew Bacevich 
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from denying God’s existence, Islamists embrace God 
with startling ferocity. Indeed, in their vitriolic denuncia-
tions of the United States and in perpetrating acts of anti-
American violence, they audaciously present themselves 
as nothing less than God’s avenging agents. In confronting 
the Great Satan, they claim to be doing God’s will. 
Waging War in Jesus’s Name

This debate over who actually represents God’s 
will is one that the successive administrations of George 
W. Bush and Barack Obama have studiously sought to 
avoid. The United States is not at war with Islam per se, 
U.S. offi cials insist. Still, among Muslims abroad, Wash-
ington’s repeated denials notwithstanding, suspicion per-
sists and not without reason.

Consider the case of Lieutenant General William 
G. (“Jerry”) Boykin. While still on active duty in 2002, 
this highly decorated Army offi cer spoke in uniform at a 
series of some 30 church gatherings during which he of-
fered his own response to President Bush’s famous ques-
tion: “Why do they hate us?” The general’s perspective 
differed markedly from his commander-in-chief’s: “The 
answer to that is because we’re a Christian nation. We are 
hated because we are a nation of believers.” 

On another such occasion, the general recalled his 
encounter with a Somali warlord who claimed to enjoy 
Allah’s protection. The warlord was deluding himself, 
Boykin declared, and was sure to get his comeuppance: 
“I knew that my God was bigger than his. I knew that my 
God was a real God and his was an idol.” As a Christian 
nation, Boykin insisted, the United States would succeed 
in overcoming its adversaries only if “we come against 
them in the name of Jesus.” 

When Boykin’s remarks caught the attention of 
the mainstream press, denunciations rained down from on 
high, as the White House, the State Department, and the 
Pentagon hastened to disassociate the government from 
the general’s views. Yet subsequent indicators suggest 
that, however crudely, Boykin was indeed expressing per-
spectives shared by more than a few of his fellow citizens.

One such indicator came immediately: despite the 
furor, the general kept his important Pentagon job as dep-
uty undersecretary of defense for intelligence, suggesting 
that the Bush administration considered his transgression 
minor. Perhaps Boykin had spoken out of turn, but his was 
not a fi reable offense. (One can only speculate regarding 
the fate likely to befall a U.S. high-ranking offi cer daring 
to say of Israeli Prime Benjamin Netanyahu, “My God is a 
real God and his is an idol.”) 

A second indicator came in the wake of Boykin’s 
retirement from active duty. In 2012, the infl uential Fam-
ily Research Council (FRC) in Washington hired the gen-
eral to serve as the organization’s executive vice-presi-
dent. Devoted to “advancing faith, family, and freedom,” 
the council presents itself as emphatically Christian in its 
outlook. FRC events routinely attract Republican Party 
heavyweights. The organization forms part of the con-
servative mainstream, much as, say, the American Civil 
Liberties Union forms part of the left-liberal mainstream.
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So for the FRC to hire as its chief operating offi cer 
someone espousing Boykin’s pronounced views regarding 
Islam qualifi es as noteworthy. At a minimum, those who 
recruited the former general apparently found nothing es-
pecially objectionable in his worldview. They saw nothing 
politically risky about associating with Jerry Boykin.  He’s 
their kind of guy. More likely, by hiring Boykin, the FRC 
intended to send a signal: on matters where their new COO 
claimed expertise -- above all, war -- thumb-in-your eye 
political incorrectness was becoming a virtue. Imagine the 
NAACP electing Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan 
as its national president, thereby endorsing his views on 
race, and you get the idea.

What the FRC’s embrace of General Boykin 
makes clear is this: to dismiss manifestations of Islamo-
phobia simply as the work of an insignifi cant American 
fringe is mistaken. As with the supporters of Senator Jo-
seph McCarthy, who during the early days of the Cold 
War saw communists under every State Department desk, 
those engaging in these actions are daring to express open-
ly attitudes that others in far greater numbers also quiet-
ly nurture. To put it another way, what Americans in the 
1950s knew as McCarthyism has reappeared in the form 
of Boykinism.

Historians differ passionately over whether Mc-
Carthyism represented a perversion of anti-Communism 
or its truest expression. So, too, present-day observers will 
disagree as to whether Boykinism represents a merely fer-
vent or utterly demented response to the Islamist threat. 
Yet this much is inarguable: just as the junior senator from 
Wisconsin in his heyday embodied a non-trivial strain of 
American politics, so, too, does the former special-ops-
warrior-turned-“ordained minister with a passion for 
spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”

Notably, as Boykinism’s leading exponent, the 
former general’s views bear a striking resemblance to 
those favored by the late senator. Like McCarthy, Boykin 
believes that, while enemies beyond America’s gates pose 
great dangers, the enemy within poses a still greater threat. 
“I’ve studied Marxist insurgency,” he declared in a 2010 
video. “It was part of my training. And the things I know 
that have been done in every Marxist insurgency are being 
done in America today.” Explicitly comparing the United 
States as governed by Barack Obama to Stalin’s Soviet 
Union, Mao Zedong’s China, and Fidel Castro’s Cuba, 
Boykin charges that, under the guise of health reform, the 
Obama administration is secretly organizing a “constab-
ulary force that will control the population in America.” 
This new force is, he claims, designed to be larger than the 
United States military, and will function just as Hitler’s 
Brownshirts once did in Germany. All of this is unfolding 
before our innocent and unsuspecting eyes.
Boykinism: The New McCarthyism

How many Americans endorsed McCarthy’s con-
spiratorial view of national and world politics? It’s diffi -
cult to know for sure, but enough in Wisconsin to win him 
reelection in 1952, by a comfortable 54% to 46% majority. 
Enough to strike fear into the hearts of politicians who 

quaked at the thought of McCarthy fi ngering them for be-
ing “soft on Communism.”

How many Americans endorse Boykin’s com-
parably incendiary views? Again, it’s diffi cult to tell. 
Enough to persuade FRC’s funders and supporters to hire 
him, confi dent that doing so would burnish, not tarnish, 
the organization’s brand. Certainly, Boykin has in no way 
damaged its ability to attract powerhouses of the domestic 
right. FRC’s recent “Values Voter Summit” featured lumi-
naries such as Republican vice-presidential nominee Paul 
Ryan, former Republican Senator and presidential candi-
date Rick Santorum, House Majority Leader Eric Cantor, 
and Representative Michele Bachmann -- along with Jerry 
Boykin himself, who lectured attendees on “Israel, Iran, 
and the Future of Western Civilization.” (In early August, 
Mitt Romney met privately with a group of “prominent 
social conservatives,” including Boykin.)

Does their appearance at the FRC podium signify 
that Ryan, Santorum, Cantor, and Bachmann all subscribe 
to Boykinism’s essential tenets? Not any more than those 
who exploited the McCarthyite moment to their own polit-
ical advantage  -- Richard Nixon, for example -- necessar-
ily agreed with all of McCarthy’s reckless accusations. Yet 
the presence of leading Republicans on an FRC program 
featuring Boykin certainly suggests that they fi nd nothing 
especially objectionable or politically damaging to them 
in his worldview.

Still, comparisons between McCarthyism and 
Boykinism only go so far. Senator McCarthy wreaked 
havoc mostly on the home front, instigating witch-hunts, 
destroying careers, and trampling on civil rights, while 
imparting to American politics even more of a circus at-
mosphere than usual. In terms of foreign policy, the effect 
of McCarthyism, if anything, was to reinforce an already 
existing anti-communist consensus. McCarthy’s antics 
didn’t create enemies abroad. McCarthyism merely re-
affi rmed that communists were indeed the enemy, while 
making the political price of thinking otherwise too high 
to contemplate.

Boykinism, in contrast, makes its impact felt 
abroad. Unlike McCarthyism, it doesn’t strike fear into 
the hearts of incumbents on the campaign trail here. At-
tracting General Boykin’s endorsement or provoking his 
ire probably won’t determine the outcome of any election. 
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Yet in its various manifestations Boykinism provides the 
kindling that helps sustain anti-American sentiment in the 
Islamic world. It reinforces the belief among Muslims that 
the Global War on Terror really is a war against them.

Boykinism confi rms what many Muslims are al-
ready primed to believe: that American values and Islamic 
values are irreconcilable. American presidents and secre-
taries of state stick to their talking points, praising Islam 
as a great religious tradition and touting past U.S. military 
actions (ostensibly) undertaken on behalf of Muslims. Yet 
with their credibility among Iraqis, Afghans, Pakistanis, 
and others in the Greater Middle East about nil, they are 
pissing in the wind.

Andrew J. Bacevich is currently a visiting fellow at Notre 
Dame’s Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies. He is the 
author of Washington Rules: America’s Path to Permanent War. 
Copyright 2012 Andrew J. Bacevich  Originally posted at Tom 
Dispatch. 
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In downtown Long Beach in the East Village Arts 
District is a unique gift shop called Village Treasures, 
which sells items from around the world with an em-
phasis on authentic artifacts from Africa. The owner 

of the shop, H. Maxie-Viltz (Max), originally opened her 
business in 1997 and moved to the East Village in 2001. 
As an entrepreneur, music promoter, and active member 
on several boards and committees, 
Ms. Viltz is very much invested in 
the City of Long Beach, and hopes 
to increase cultural awareness with-
in her community through her busi-
ness as well as public service.

Long before Ms. Viltz 
could imagine a retail business, she 
began a career in corporate Amer-
ica with McDonnell Douglas and 
Boeing in the area of government 
contracts management. It was dur-
ing that tenure that she embarked 
on an educational tour to Egypt. 
The Egyptologist conducting the 
tour challenged everyone in the 
group to return home and start cul-
tural centers dedicated to the study 
of Africa’s history and culture, and 
to discuss how it has contributed 
to our society. Apart from early 
Egyptian civilization along the Nile 
River and slavery in America, the 
continent of Africa has, for the most 
part, been overlooked in school his-
tory books.

It was to that end that Ms. 
Viltz and her former husband co-
founded the African Cultural Re-
search and Study Group of Long 
Beach. The goal of this organiza-
tion was not only to educate the local community about 
African and African-American contributions to civiliza-
tion, but also to improve upon the current perceptions of 
blacks in our society. The couple continued to travel back 
to Africa, visiting different countries each time, and devel-
oping even more appreciation for the continent’s unique 
cultural offerings. Her travels took her to cities and vil-
lages in Senegal, Mali, Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso, Benin, 
Togo, and South Africa. After years of traveling and accu-
mulating a rather impressive collection of artifacts such as 

masks, statues, spears, shields, textiles, jewelry and other 
items, Viltz opened Village Treasures to share these won-
derful treasures.

But entrepreneurship is not the only weapon Ms. 
Viltz has in her arsenal. Running a non-profi t organization 
required submitting proposals to the Arts Council of Long 
Beach, since the African Cultural Center needed grants 
and funding to continue on with its programs. This inter-
action with the Arts Council led Viltz to be offered a posi-
tion on the board itself, which ironically meant that she 
was now reviewing  proposals instead of submitting them.

 As a board member of the Arts Council for Long 
Beach, Ms. Viltz enjoys having a voice and position to 
advocate for various art programs. Some programs that 
are especially close to her heart include: Eye on Design, a 
program aimed at 3rd-graders with the goal of introducing 
art to people at a young age and getting parents involved; 
Jazz Angels, an organization that helps teach and provide 

opportunities for young kids 
to perform jazz music at 
events; and the International 
City Theater, which puts on 
a play once a year that is 
geared to the African-Amer-
ican community to generate 
interest among children who 
might not otherwise be ex-
posed to the theatre. 

 While having some 
infl uence as a board mem-
ber over how money gets 
allocated, she is challenged, 
along with the board, to 
come up with new ways to 
secure additional funding. 
The state and city govern-
ments often have other pri-
orities for tax dollars, and 
during times of low eco-
nomic activity such as now, 
even less support is given 
to the arts. What politicians 
don’t realize is that support 
for art programs would ac-
tually boost the economy 
rather than drain it.

 The monthly 2nd 
Saturday Art Walk in the 
East Village and 1st Friday 
in Bixby Knolls, are two 

prime examples of how neighborhoods transform into 
street fairs where artists and art lovers can come together. 
In addition to providing an outdoor venue for artists and 
performances, these events result in increased foot traffi c 
and more sales for local merchants.  According to Viltz, 
the best night of the month for Village Treasure is usually 
the 2nd Saturday.

It is easy to see how events like the 2nd Saturday 
Art Walk can boost the local economy, but it is hard to 
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convince politicians that spending money on the programs 
in the fi rst place is justifi able.

In order for Long Beach to maintain a thriving 
arts scene, it must have the support of the entire commu-
nity: the city council, large corporations, small businesses, 
and passionate citizens like Max Viltz. Many people are 
not aware of just how fragile the arts really are. Without 
awareness, there can be no community support, and with-
out support from the community, city offi cials will see no 
reason to allocate public funds towards the promotion and 
maintenance of arts programs.

Max Viltz is no stranger to the business cycle and, 
like many of her neighbors, has suffered losses due to the 
economic downturn. However, she is hopeful that Long 
Beach will see better days, and that she will be able to con-
tinue her work in both the public and private sector. Profi t-
ability is, of course, part of the equation, but the most im-
portant by-product of Village Treasures’ success would be 
that of bringing African culture and art to those that might 
not otherwise get to experience it. What would make Ms. 
Viltz happiest, aside from having a thriving business, is 
seeing a revival of interest and support for the arts within 
her local community.

Village Treasures
146 Linden Ave
Long Beach, CA 90802
www.villagetreasuresart.com
maxieviltz@aol.com  
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US DELEGATION 
PROTESTS DRONE 

STRIKES
M E D E A  B E N J A M I N

“You’re not really going to Pak-
istan, are you?” “You’ve seen 
the State Department travel 
warning?” “Don’t they hate us 

over there?”
These are questions our 

friends and relatives are asking as we 
embark on a delegation to Pakistan to 
protest the drone attacks 
that have killed so many 
innocent Pakistanis over 
the past 8 years.

But the Pakistanis 
have been asking us very 
different questions. “Why 
do the American people 
support these barbaric and 
cowardly drone attacks?” 
“How would you like it if 
foreigners fl ew death ma-
chines into your airspace, 
murdering innocent men, 
women and children?” 
“Don’t you know that 
these attacks are counter-
productive, driving locals 
into the hands of extremist 
groups out of a desire for 
revenge?” 

When it comes 
to drones, Americans and 
Pakistanis see the world 
through different lenses. 
Americans are looking 
through the eyes of re-
mote-control pilots safely 
ensconced in bases in the 
United States, while Paki-
stanis are at the receiving 
end of the bull’s eye. Polls 
show to the two peoples as polar op-
posites: 83% of Americans support 
the use of drones against “terror-
ist suspects overseas”; in Pakistan, 
among those who say they know 
something about drones, virtually all-
-97%--oppose them.

Many Pakistanis who raged 
against the Innocence of Muslims fi lm 
were venting long-held resentments 
towards the United States stemming 

from drone attacks (along with other 
policies such as the US mishandling 
of the war in Afghanistan, the disas-
trous US invasion of Iraq, and the 
US pro-Israel bias in the Palestinian-
Israeli confl ict).

A newly released study, “Liv-
ing Under Drones,” written by human 
rights researchers from Stanford and 
New York Universities, details hun-
dreds of Pakistani civilian casualties 
and the devastating effects of drone 
strikes on the local population. “In the 
United States, the dominant narrative 
about the use of drones in Pakistan is 

of a surgically precise and effective 
tool that makes the US safer by en-
abling ‘targeted killings’ of terrorists, 
with minimal downsides or collateral 
impacts. This narrative is false,” the 
study asserts.

Instead, the study concludes 
that the CIA drone program in Paki-
stan has not made America any safer 
and instead has turned the Pakistani 
public against the United States. In-

deed, 80% of Pakistanis have a nega-
tive opinion of the US and three-in-
four Pakistanis consider the US their 
enemy.

Imran Khan, Pakistan’s fa-
mous cricket player turned politician-
-and the country’s most popular fi g-
ure--has been championing the cause 
of drone victims, describing the US 
use of lethal drones as “immoral and 
insane” and “a clear violation of inter-
national laws and fundamental human 
rights.”

On October 7, Khan will be 
leading a peace march to Waziristan, 

a poor, dangerous, isolat-
ed tribal area of Pakistan 
where drones have killed 
so many people. “The 
people of Waziristan stand 
isolated, infrastructure has 
been destroyed, people 
have been displaced, their 
children haven’t gone to 
schools in years and eco-
nomic activities stand para-
lyzed,” Khan explained.

He expects some 
50,000 Pakistanis to join 
the march to this area where 
entry by non-residents is 
normally prohibited. “We 
believe that continued re-
liance on military strategy 
will push the people of the 
region towards the terror-
ists. We want to give them 
hope and show the world 
that the way to win this war 
is to isolate the terrorists 
and win hearts and minds 
of the people.” 

Human rights law-
yer Shahzad Akbar, who is 
fi ghting for compensation 
for the families of drone 
victims, said “People in the 

Federally Administered Tribal Areas 
think that no one cares about their suf-
ferings. This visit and march will be 
a chance to show them that we care.”

Among those marching will 
be the US delegation organized by the 
peace group CODEPINK. The del-
egates, ranging in age from 23 to 85, 
are paying their own way and putting 
themselves at risk out of conviction 
that Americans must do more to stop 

Delegates will be having 
one-on-one meetings in 

Islamabad with people who 
have been injured by 

drones and people who 
have lost loved ones in 
drone attacks, as well 
as government offi cials, 
women’s groups, human 
rights organizations and 

think tanks.
-- Medea Benjamin
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the killing. Many of the delegates 
have already been actively involved 
in educating, protesting and mobiliz-
ing Americans against drone attacks. 
They have been vigiling--and getting 
arrested--outside air force bases, at the 
headquarters of drone manufacturers, 
at drone lobbyist events, in Congress 
and outside the White House.

In addition to the October 
7 march, delegates will be having 
one-on-one meetings in Islamabad 
with people who have been injured 
by drones and people who have lost 
loved ones in drone attacks, as well 
as government offi cials, women’s 
groups, human rights organizations 
and think tanks. The group has also 
raised funds to help victims with their 
medical needs, since the US govern-
ment pays no compensation to people 

it has mistakenly harmed. One of the 
people they will be helping is Sadaul-
lah, a 16-year-old who lost an eye and 
two legs in a drone attack.

The group is already receiv-
ing an outpouring of support from 
Pakistanis via Twitter, Facebook, 
email and radio shows. “I didn’t know 
that there were Americans willing to 
speak out against your government’s 
policies. Your gesture has helped 
change my opinion of Americans,” 
said one Facebook comment.

“We want to show Pakistanis 
that there are Americans calling for an 
end to the CIA’s killer drone strikes, 
and insisting that our government 
apologize and compensate the fami-
lies of innocent victims,” said former 
diplomat and retired Army Colonel 
Ann Wright. “We travel as citizen 

diplomats, apologizing, providing 
support, and calling for peaceful solu-
tions that we would like our govern-
ment to adapt.”

Medea Benjamin is an American politi-
cal activist, best known for co-founding 
Code Pink and, along with her husband, 
activist and author Kevin Danaher, fair 
trade advocacy group Global Exchange.
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CHILDLIKE 
DELUSIONS 
ABOUT THE 

FUTURE 
P A U L  S M Y T H 

J U D Y  G E O R G E

“Everybody’s got a plan un-
til they get punched in the 
mouth,” according to Mike 
Tyson. “That’s a pithy way of 

saying where our country, perhaps 
the developed world, is at right now,” 
notes James Howard Kunstler. 

We’ve blown past the mile-
posts for global peak oil, 
says Kunstler in his new 
book, Too Much Magic: 
Wishful Thinking, Tech-
nology and the Fate of the 
Nation (Atlantic), and we 
expect technology to save 
us. Whether our cheap-oil 
lifestyle falls quickly with 
a single knockout blow or 
crumbles slowly with a 
battery of jabs, Kunstler is 
certain of one thing: We’re 
about to be walloped. 

We’ve defi nitely 
entered the epoch Kun-
stler calls “the long emer-
gency,” an extended era 
of economic contraction 
and social stress caused 
by shrinking resources. 
Yet we refuse to see this, 
largely because we’re 
spellbound by the mighty 
systems we run with technological 
magic. Peak oil got you down? No 
worries; we’ll run those iPads with 
some other undiscovered, inexhaust-
ible means of power. 

We spoke with Kunstler 
about the end of the fossil fuel era and 
whatever comes next. 

You talk about magical 
thinking in two ways: Not only do 
we believe we can solve our energy 
problems with new technology, but 
we infuse that belief with wishful 
thinking.  

These two ideas are related, 
and I think elements of them have to 

be viewed historically. The last 150 
years have amounted to such a cav-
alcade of wonders and technologi-
cal marvels that we’ve literally pro-
grammed ourselves to expect it will 
continue indefi nitely. This sequence 
of events—the telephone, the light 
bulb, electricity in every home, air-
planes, motion pictures, television, 
the computer and thousands of other 
conveniences to human life—pro-
grammed us to think there’s an end-
less supply of technological magic 
that can overcome anything. 

I think we’re heading into a 
time-out from technological prog-
ress as we’ve known it—and by that 
I mean just the way I’ve described it, 

the expectation of endless magic. And 
I think that will come as an enormous 
shock to our culture.   

Why are we in for a shock? 
I don’t think the previous 

Dark Age that followed the collapse 
of Rome was quite the same as what 
we’re facing. That involved a pro-
found and incremental series of losses 
in knowledge, technique and the abil-
ity to do things; everything from mak-
ing good pottery and concrete to ways 
of organizing work.  

Our situation now has much 
more potential for cultural damage, 
because our conditioning in techno-

logical progress is so extreme. The 
letdown may be awful when it be-
comes evident we’re not going to 
solve our energy problems with algae 
secretions, solar, wind or other alter-
native fuel schemes--that we’re not 
going to run Disney World, the inter-
state highway system, Wal-Mart and 
the military on any combination of 
other energy systems. 

Then what happens? 
This has enormous potential 

for disrupting our sense of reality. It’s 
hard to predict the kinds of reaction 
that this may generate, but I think you 
will have a society so profoundly dis-
appointed by science and technology 
that it could propel us into a new dark 

age of superstition.   
What’s changed since 

your 2005 book, The Long 
Emergency?  

First, it’s apparent that 
the problems we have with cap-
ital formation and the disabling 
of the banking system may be 
overcoming the issues of re-
source scarcity and peak oil, 
in the sense that we’re rapidly 
losing the ability to fi nance the 
kind of resource discovery and 
production we hoped would 
compensate for peak oil.   

Second, I observed in 
The Long Emergency that we 
were becoming very delusional 
about the set of predicaments 
that we’re facing. I’m a little 
shocked at the quality and char-
acter of the delusional thinking 
and where it’s coming from. 
When you see articles in the 
New York Times, the supposed 

newspaper of record, that the USA 
may soon become a net energy ex-
porter, you know there’s some kind of 
problem with perhaps the entire intel-
lectual class in America.   

What do you mean? 
When societies get badly 

stressed, delusional thinking increas-
es. We are now in that situation. 

When you traffi c in delu-
sional thinking, you tell yourself a lot 
of lies and untruths. This is a danger-
ously infectious process. Once you 
start doing it in things like banking 
and money matters and carrying it out 
in the practical form of accounting 

Our situation now 
has much more 

potential for 
cultural damage, 

because our conditioning 
in technological progress 

is so extreme. 
-- Paul Smyth, Judy George
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fraud, then you’re really putting your 
culture, your society in peril.   

These problems infect all 
realms of practical existence, includ-
ing politics, business, media, educa-
tion—so you end up, for example, 
with the President of the United 
States telling the public that we have 
100 years of shale gas. That’s just an 
untruth. The consequence is a society 
that cannot and will not prepare itself 
for the reality of the future.   

Why are we having trouble 
seeing this? 

We don’t have the neces-
sary conditions for refl ection. I don’t 
know if a given people at any time in 
history has ever led more frantic and 
distracted lives. I think even wartime 

R E V I E W
and other periods of history have not 
been as frantic. Of course, the differ-
ence is that most of the distractions 
and interruptions of American life to-
day are trivial. 

If we accept peak oil—and 
the debate rages—we’ll need some-
thing else to keep the lights on. In 
The Long Emergency, you held out 
hope for nuclear energy to help 
manage a transition to what you see 
as inevitable decline.     

I had mixed feelings in 2005 
about how nuclear energy was going 
to work out. It was obvious that the 
hazards were monumental. The way 
I put it at the time was that nuclear 
energy was probably the only way we 
were going to keep the electricity run-

ning after a certain point, and I think 
that’s still categorically true.  

But I don’t think we’re going 
to do it now, for a couple of reasons. 
One is the fi asco at Fukushima. It’s 
created a climate in which opposition, 
even in a crisis, could be enormous. 
But there was always a question 
of whether there would be a broad 
enough window of opportunity for us 
to ramp up a program of commission-
ing new nuclear plants, and I think 
that’s closing—perhaps, closed.  

The other new wrinkle is that 
the capital formation issues have be-
come so extreme in the last fi ve years 
that now, even if we did have the will 
and consensus to go forward with the 
new generation of nukes, it’s improb-
able we’d be able to fi nance it. 

Your message--that we’re 
heading for a re-set to agrarian 
communities, that we’ll be living 
in ways we haven’t seen for several 
hundred years--is often not well re-
ceived. How have you prepared for 
the future you envision? 

I believe in facing the future 
with hope. I moved from a fairly suc-
cessful small town, Saratoga Springs, 
to a smaller, more decrepit factory 
village 15 miles east. I bought three 
acres of land with the intention of 
growing a lot of food on it. I built a 
substantial garden that’s still under 
way.  

I chose to live in a place I 
care about. I spend a lot of time play-
ing music with my friends. I also put a 
lot of ongoing effort into consciously 
building a social network here. I’m 
thinking about starting a small busi-
ness that would be a cafe and gather-
ing spot, but that’s in the larval stage 
now.
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CNN TREATS 
“SCAM PAC” AS 

LEGITIMATE 
C A I T L I N  G I N L E Y

CNN has continued to bolster 
the national profi le of Tea 
Party Express in the lead up 
to the presidential election 

despite widespread reporting that the 
supposed grassroots organization ex-
ists largely to funnel money into the 
coffers of the group’s founders.

During the 2010 election 
cycle, Our Country Deserves Better, 
the political action committee that 
launched the Tea Party Express, was 
repeatedly criticized for its spend-
ing practices. According to Talking 
Points Memo, from July through No-
vember of 2009, almost two-thirds of 
the group’s expenditures went to the 
GOP consulting fi rm whose lead part-
ner co-founded the PAC.

Since the midterm elections, 
CNN has hosted Tea Party Express 
spokespeople numerous times and 
even co-hosted a Republican presi-
dential primary debate with the group. 
While receiving this heavy promotion 
from CNN, Our Country Deserves 
Better PAC has continued to engage 
in dubious spending practices.

A recent Politico piece la-
beled Our Country Deserves Better as 
“perhaps the best example” of “scam 
PACs,” groups that spend only a frac-
tion of their revenue for their stated 
purpose of helping political candi-
dates: 

In the presidential race, too, 
a handful of outside groups have 

popped up to raise millions of dollars 
and spend them with jaw-dropping in-
effi ciency. Perhaps the best example 
is a group dubbed Our Country De-
serves Better PAC, a rebooted ver-
sion of the Tea Party Express, which 
spent heavily in Senate races in the 
2010 cycle. In the 2012 election, Our 
Country Deserves Better has collect-
ed $7.8 million, so far, with more than 

three-quarters of that money coming 
in through small increments that the 
FEC does not itemize…Despite its 
robust fundraising, Our Country De-
serves Better PAC has reported just 
$488,907 in independent expendi-
tures. A full 91.6 percent of its rev-
enue went to “other federal operating 

expenditures” -- fundraising expens-
es, travel and other overhead costs. 
[Politico, October 17] 

But despite its controversial 
spending habits, which have prompt-
ed questions about whether the group 
is too closely aligned with GOP oper-
atives and less in line with the tea par-
ty’s grassroots movement, CNN con-
tinues to regularly promote Tea Party 

Express. Amy Kremer, 
the chair of the Tea Party 
Express, has appeared 
on CNN at least 19 times 
since last October to dis-
cuss the group’s political 
activities and offer her 
perspective on a number 
of policy issues, such as 
entitlement spending and 
health care reform. Kre-
mer has also appeared on 
NPR and MSNBC, and 
made fi ve appearances 
on Fox News. 

And even though 
the PAC came under 
scrutiny a few years ago 
for reportedly serving as 
little more than a slush 
fund for the Republi-
can consulting fi rm that 
started it, its spending 
strategy appears not to 
have changed much. Ac-
cording to a Media Mat-

ters review of Federal Election Com-
mission fi lings, the PAC has disbursed 
about $2.4 million to Russo, Marsh 
and Associates, that same consulting 
fi rm, since January 2011, out of a total 
$7.2 million spent. The fi rm’s found-
er, Sal Russo, was also a co-founder 
of Tea Party Express and is listed as 

 What both CNN and the 
Tea Party Express fail 
to acknowledge, 
though, is that some 

factions of the Tea 
Party movement have 
distanced themselves 
from the Express and 

its PAC.
 -- Caitlin Ginley



a chief strategist for the Our Country 
Deserves Better PAC. Joe Wierzbicki, 
a principal at the consulting fi rm, is 
also the PAC coordinator for Our 
Country Deserves Better.

MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow 
covered the story in January 2011, 
calling the Tea Party Express a “scam” 
for receiving “donations from people 
who thought they were donating to 
the Tea Party movement, [but] what 
they were really giving their money 
to, mostly, was old Sal Russo.” (Rus-
so has also received the mainstream 
media treatment, appearing once on 
NPR and twice on Fox this year).

Despite all of this, CNN part-
nered with the Tea Party Express for 
what it called a “fi rst-of-its kind” de-
bate last September during the Repub-
lican primary. The Tea Party Express 
touted the event on its website as an 
indication that “the tea party, which 
began as a small grassroots move-
ment, has grown tremendously in size 
and infl uence to become a powerful 
force in American politics.”

What both CNN and the Tea 
Party Express fail to acknowledge, 
though, is that some factions of the 

Tea Party movement have distanced 
themselves from the Express and its 
PAC. According to a 2009 article in 
the Washington Independent, Tea 
Party Patriots, a grassroots organiza-
tion that Kremer co-founded, “see the 
Tea Party Express as a sham organiza-
tion.” A 2010 Politico piece also not-
ed the rift between the PAC and local 
grassroots activists, as “the Tea Party 
Express’s high profi le has angered tea 
party leaders who are suspicious of its 
big payments to Russo Marsh, [and] 
view the bus tours as distractions 
from meaningful grassroots organiz-
ing.”  

CNN appears to not have 
covered the controversy surrounding 
the Tea Party Express. It did, howev-
er, cite Sal Russo in an August 2012 
story on the Tea Party’s relationship 
with the GOP, who claims that the Re-
publican Party is “coming around” to 
the tea party movement.

The Tea Party Express has 
also been a favorite of Fox News, 
which has helped promote the group 
and advertise its bus tours in the lead 
up to the 2010 midterm elections. 
Kremer appeared on Fox & Friends 

in March 2010 to dismiss claims that 
the group is orchestrated by the Re-
publican Party, calling it instead “a 
true, genuine, grassroots movement.”

Caitlin Ginley is a columnist for Media-
Matters.org. Printed with permission. 
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