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TALKING POINTS

Not too long ago Bill O’Reilly gave us another of his takes on
American life. This one was inspired by President Obama’s falling poll
numbers. The problem this time, according to Bill, are Obama’s strange
ideas about equality:

“Equality” is what is hurting President Obama. The left
has seized that word to push its progressive agenda. We have
income equality, marriage equality, gender equality, and on
and on. So instead of solving real problems, the president is
living in a world of theory and is shocked when someone like
Putin upsets his idealistic vision. The truth is there will never
be equality in this world, it’s impossible. I will never have
physical equality with Shaquille O’Neal, he’s bigger and
stronger than I am by nature. I will never be as smart as
Einstein, as talented as Mozart, or as kind as Mother Teresa.
President Obama has spent five years trying to social engineer
this nation and convince the world to act in harmony. In
doing so, he has neglected to fix the economy or set up effec-
tive deterrents to villains like Putin. The only path to social
justice is building a strong country that can provide oppor-
tunity, and economically only the private sector can make
that happen. We have become a weaker country on President
Obama’s watch. Most Americans know that, and so do all the
villains of the world. 

You are almost there, Bill, but the problem isn’t that Shaquille O’Neal is
bigger and stronger than everyone. The problem is that Shaquille O’Neal
makes ten or thirty or fifty times more money than an Einstein or a Mozart
and that a Bill O’Reilly makes ten or thirty or fifty times more money than
a cleaning woman and that an executive in the dog food industry makes ten
or thirty or fifty times more money than a teacher or a nurse. The problem
is that we have created an insane social order where people are rewarded for
the economic value of their work instead of for its social value. Yes, I know.
We don’t want none of that pinko socialism stuff here. This is a capitalist
country and that’s what made America great, so great that the gap between
the rich and the poor is greater than anywhere in the Western World. There
has never been a time when poor people lived well in America and there has
never been a time when there weren’t a great many of them.
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Bill thinks we should leave it to the private sector – free enterprise – to
provide economic opportunity and make the country strong, that is, do
what it has never done before, for whenever the private sector has been
unleashed and left to its own devices, as in the 1920s or the Bush years,
what it has produced is an overheated economy, running on pure greed,
that has exploded in its face. Nor has it ever dealt equitably with the work-
ing population. It was only government regulation and the unremitting
pressure of the labor unions that brought America’s sweatshops to an end
(transferred now to Southeast Asia). In fact, if it was up to Bill O’Reilly’s
hallowed free enterprisers we would still have child labor and the 16-hour
workday in America. 

Certainly Obama isn’t governing America very well. Who can?
America’s problem is not its politicians but its people. The poorest people
in America are African Americans: over half live in dire poverty or work-
ing class poverty in families with incomes of less than $35,000 a year and
a quarter live on food stamps. Their condition is a direct result of the way
they have been treated by white people. It is, after all, white people who
created the ghettoes and the inner cities, denied African Americans a
decent education and decent employment, destroyed black families, con-
signed black children to lives of poverty and crime. And this after 250
years of slave labor. What exactly is free enterprise and the private sector
about to do for them? 

The values and character of the American people are the source of
America’s social and economic problems. Obamacare is a perfect example of
how the worship of an economic system makes American health care so dif-
ficult to reform. The Affordable Care Act runs to something like 20,000
pages. Israel’s 1995 Health Insurance Law runs to fewer than 100. It is very
simple: the Government is the payer, the Sick Funds (nonprofit medical
organizations) are the providers, and everyone is covered, with monthly pay-
ments averaging around 5% of gross income and supplementary insurance
costing around $65 a month. This is socialized medicine, a concept that one
might say it took all of Obama’s 20,000 pages to get around under a system
that, according to doctors’ estimates, has been costing America approximate-
ly 20,000 lives a year as a direct result of inadequate health care. The inabili-
ty of Americans to utter the word socialism has cost more American lives than
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
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Bill O’Reilly likes to talk about safety nets and people pulling themselves
up by the bootstraps and achieving the American Dream through hard work.
As most of the poor people who work hard in America do not get anywhere,
this is Bill’s own idealistic vision, though a little less generous than Obama’s.
As for his safety net, the only thing I have ever heard him say about it is that
the government should clamp down on welfare payments and food stamps
because there are too many chiselers in the system. Thus, in a macabre rever-
sal of Justice Holmes’ famous remark that he would rather see a hundred
guilty men go free than one innocent man go to jail, Bill, it seems, would
rather see a hundred Americans go hungry than one American get a free ride.
Keep talking, Bill. 
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WHO’S TO BLAME?
In an age of punditry where almost all political and social criticism in

the media is in the hands of journalists who are unequipped to understand
how societies become what they are, and lack the courage to call into ques-
tion the foundations of American life, it is not surprising that almost all
such criticism is directed against politicians and other public figures. What
the journalistic profession is clearly incapable of understanding and cer-
tainly does not wish to understand is that America’s problems – the crime
and poverty, the violence and bigotry, the ignorance and apathy, the greed
and selfishness, the resentment and frustration, the anxiety and depression
– are not the product or fault of incompetent or wrongheaded government
but a direct result of the values and character of the American people. The
fiction that the People are never at fault, that the People are great, that the
country is great, and that it is their leaders who let them down may be nec-
essary to enable Americans to maintain a good opinion of themselves but
in and of itself is one of the greatest obstacles to the healing of America.
When people locate the ills of society in government rather than in them-
selves, they are in effect dooming that society to perpetuate everything that
is rotten in it.

It is of course true that America is poorly governed and it is also true
to a large extent that politics attract an inferior type of individual, whether
in terms of morality or ability, as do entrepreneurship and journalism itself
for that matter, so that, ironically, it may be said that the three most
important functions of society – its overall management, the provision of
its material needs and the control and flow of information – are in the
hands of people who are the least suited to carry them out. But at the same
time, the problems of America run so deep, are so deeply ingrained in the
character of the American people, that the country is virtually ungovern-
able. This, however, does not mean that it is not as tightly controlled as the
harshest dictatorship, not by brute force of course but by the rigid proce-
duralization of daily life. All Americans live by other people’s rules – rules
that are established primarily for the convenience of these other people –
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and therefore Americans are led around by the nose whenever they come
into contact with the bureaucracies that administer and control public or
any other kinds of services. The man in the street thus enters a world
where rules of behavior have been laid out for him by those who control
given segments or sectors of the society. Paradoxically, too, it is Western
societies that have the most rules, for they are far more sophisticated in
organizing society than less developed countries. Computerization of
course augments all this significantly. Everything comes with instructions
which we blindly obey. It is in fact virtually impossible to interact with the
outside world without acting in a prescribed way.

As for journalism, it is true that the demands of the media, the need
to fill time or space and their engagement in meaningless competition
with one another, encourage the sloppiness and superficiality that are the
chief characteristics of the journalistic profession, and it may well be that
in the absence of such constraints, a small number of journalists might
emerge as real writers or even historians, just as a small number of blog-
gers could conceivably emerge as real writers if the absence of standards
on the Internet did not encourage even greater sloppiness and superfi-
ciality. Of  free enterprise and the market economy, the meat and pota-
toes of the American way of life, the less said the better, for they thrive
largely by seducing or manipulating consumers into buying what they
don’t need or can’t afford. 

It is truly discouraging to run one’s eye over the headlines in the press and
on the web or to listen to the sages on the talk shows without ever encoun-
tering the suggestion that something is wrong with America other than
Washington or Wall Street. This is the great failure of American journalism,
a failure of nerve and a failure of perception. Needless to say, novelists and
social scientists have done a much better job of representing the realities of
American life, but relatively few people read them, and even those who do fall
into the habit of viewing America through the eyes of its journalists after
being exposed to their “stories” and “opinion pieces” day in and day out for
years on end. The blissful ignorance of Americans is thus assured from one
generation to the next as they wait to be informed each day about what other
people are doing wrong. 
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EDUCATION IN AMERICA

Bill O’Reilly has discovered that Americans are ignorant “about their
own country.” He told us so not too long ago, quoting Newsweek for the
numbers, though he could just as easily have quoted some of Jay Leno’s
man-in-the-street interviews (it turns out that 29% of Americans don’t
know who the vice president is and 40% don’t know that Germany and
Japan were the enemies in World War II). And Bill knows who to blame
too: First, the public school system, which is “no longer teaching history,
geography and civics in an effective way.” Next, the Internet, which allows
people to detach themselves from reality. Television too, but that doesn’t
apply to Fox viewers, who obviously take an interest in current events.
There you have it, in a nutshell.

Well, Bill, you are absolutely right. The public school system, first and
foremost, is responsible for the ignorance of Americans, but neither you nor
your critics understand why. You think they are not teaching the right sub-
jects. I believe you also think that not being able to fire incompetent teachers
because of their loathsome unions is also part of the problem. Some people
think money or smaller classes will do the trick. Some people think it’s the
fault of the kids.

The first thing that should be noted is that it isn’t just history, geography
and civics that Americans are ignorant about. It’s everything. And they always
have been. That means science, mathematics, literature, art, music, foreign
languages, their own language, basic grammar, simple arithmetic, you name
it. And the schools are definitely to blame, but not in the way that Bill
O’Reilly thinks.

The simple fact of the matter is that children do not learn what the
public school system wishes them to learn because school bores them. and
it is not their fault either. A four- or five-year-old child wants to know
everything. He will drive people crazy with his endless questions. After a
year or two in the school system he doesn’t want to know anything and will
tell anyone within hearing distance that he “hates” reading, composition,
arithmetic, science, social studies, whatever – hates school in fact. Within
this year or two the public school system has in effect managed to destroy
the natural curiosity of the child. The child is no longer eager to learn.
Being taught in a school is actually the kiss of death for any subject taught
there, guaranteeing that the child will develop a lifelong aversion to it. Are
the teachers bad? Not at all. What is the problem then?
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The problem is very simply the way these subjects are taught – frontal-
ly, or, more precisely, confrontationally, in rigidly structured frameworks
where teachers hammer away at the captive child until his head is ready to
explode. (Canetti expressed this very well in Crowds and Power: “Those
most beset by commands are children. It is a miracle that they do not col-
lapse under the burden of commands laid upon them by their parents and
teachers. That they in turn, and in an equally cruel form, should give iden-
tical commands to their children is as natural as mastication or speech.”)
Why subjects are taught in this inappropriate way, completely unattuned
to the capacity and temperament of the child, is not very hard to discov-
er: it is to be sought in fact in Bill O’Reilly’s own Church, for until not so
long ago, historically speaking, nearly all teachers in the West were church-
men. The view of the Church that as a consequence of Original Sin all
men are born evil and must therefore be coerced into doing what is good
produced schools that made study a burden and created in the child an
aversion to the learning process that persists to this day in these same rigid
frameworks. The challenge of an educational system is to make the learn-
ing process interesting to the child, not to make the child sit still. This it
has not thought to do and does not even know how to do. 

The only way to teach schoolchildren is to feed their natural curiosity.
This requires innovative teaching methods so far removed from today’s
classroom atmosphere that they would be unrecognizable to today’s peda-
gogues. Some will argue that modern educational systems do their job by
supplying society with its elites, but this is of course an illusion. All that is
proven by the emergence of elites is that the public schools cannot destroy
them, for elites take care of themselves, possessing the talent and ambition
to survive the system. As for the nonelite population – say, 80% of stu-
dents – they are of course shortchanged and consequently turn out to be
ignoramuses, just as Bill O’Reilly has discovered. There is after all no rea-
son why the man in the street should not read poetry, listen to sym-
phonies, visit museums, or take an interest in science and history.
American education makes sure he won’t, through no fault of his own, for
he certainly has the capacity to learn (as anyone knows who has ever lis-
tened to middle-aged poolroom bums talking about the history of base-
ball, for example). It is not enough to teach the right subjects to children.
They must be taught imaginatively.
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THE PRICE OF IGNORANCE

Americans do not know very much about the world. Historically this is
partly a result of distance and isolation and partly a result of arrogance. The
arrogance comes into play when Americans consider the importance or rele-
vance of what other people are doing, since it goes without saying that
Americans do everything better than everyone else. Why individual
Americans find it necessary to identify with the idea of America’s greatness
may be sought in their need to bolster their self-esteem in the absence of per-
sonal distinction and in their feelings of insignificance in the shadow of the
American Dream. The consequence of this arrogance and the ignorance it
engenders may be found in the results of America’s involvement in armed
conflicts around the world. 

It would perhaps not be so bad if this ignorance afflicted only ordinary
Americans, or if it afflicted only journalists, who seldom speak the lan-
guages of the countries they report from and comment on and therefore
have no real way of understanding these countries. (A historian operating
on journalistic standards would simply be laughed off the stage.) It might
also not be so bad if this ignorance afflicted only politicians, who cannot
be expected to be scholars, as long as they were being advised by people
who did understand the world and as long as they possessed the modicum
of perspective necessary to evaluate such advice. However, the ignorance is
general and consequently decision makers make catastrophic decisions,
from Vietnam to Iraq, from the idea of exporting democracy to the Third
World to their understanding of what the Arab Spring would unleash. 

Leaving aside the Intelligence failure in Iraq with regard to weapons of
mass destruction, it may be said without exaggeration that America went
into Iraq, just as it had gone into Vietnam, without the slightest idea what
it was getting into. That is to say, it had no way to evaluate what the Sunni
and Shiite response would be to the fall of Saddam and the presence of the
American army. It also had no idea how to fight an irregular war against
insurgent groups fueled by the ideology of radical Islam. The result was
4,000 dead Americans and a situation of complete chaos.
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Some secretaries of state, like Kissinger and Condoleezza Rice, have
been scholars and some have not. It has made very little difference, for the
simple reason that none of them can know everything. The people who
should know everything were, among others, the 35,000 employees of the
State Department. Of these, getting back to Iraq and the Middle East in
general, fewer than ten were fluent in Arabic. This is, quite simply, incred-
ible. It made it impossible for America to understand what was happening
in the Middle East and to know how to act there. It makes, in fact,
Benghazi entirely comprehensible. Similar dilemmas present themselves all
around the world, from China to Russia and from Iran to North Korea. 

The debate in America about how America should act in the world,
from the days of Vietnam to the present, has unfortunately always revolved
around questions of morality, attacking, on the left, the notion of
American “exceptionalism,” or the use of excessive force, or the presump-
tuousness of trying to be the world’s policeman. Such arguments have
done more harm than good, only succeeding in provoking defenses of
American morality on the right and deflecting the debate from the real
issue, which is America’s capability, and preparedness. After all, when a
course of action is disqualified on the grounds that it cannot succeed, there
is no real need to debate its morality other than on a theoretical or aca-
demic level. When the focus is on morality, on the other hand, the debate
must always be inconclusive and the defenders of aggressive war will never
be challenged on the likelihood of its success. The war in Vietnam was
probably prolonged by a few years because there was no one among its
opponents, in the Johnson years, who thought, or was able, to make out
an informed case for its futility and thereby shift the public debate from
the outset to the plane of America’s military capabilities. 

America will not be able to contend with radical Islam in any effective
way until it understands it, and it will not be able to understand it until it
overcomes its ignorance about the world and its peoples, which may be irrel-
evant when you are dropping bombs on their heads but becomes a real obsta-
cle when the rules of conventional warfare no longer apply and you find your-
self facing guerrillas, insurgents or terrorists fighting out of deep inner con-
viction that you are incapable of assessing or even recognizing. What
Americans in their arrogance are also incapable of recognizing is that these
ragheads are their equals as fighting men in terms of training, discipline and
motivation. Such ignorance, and arrogance, guarantee that Americans will
experience such horrors in the current century as cannot even be imagined. 
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A LITTLE RANT ABOUT

NEWS BROADCASTING

Here in Israel we do not get to see American commercials on cable TV.
On the American news networks, what we get instead of the commercials
are fillers. These are naturally as superficial as the actual broadcasts. Fox,
for example, gives us “extras,” very often focusing on health, though, not
surprisingly, not a word is said about how the American food industry is
destroying it. MSNBC, on the other hand, gives us its Lean Forward pro-
mos, where its anchor people and other superstars make “statements,” that
is, deliver something in the way of personal credos. These are meant to be
trenchant but are in fact ludicrous. Two of these mini-editorials in partic-
ular captured my attention, underscoring for me the entire absurdity of
news broadcasting. In one segment, Andrea Mitchell talks about how
breaking through the barrier of being a woman reporter taught her how
“to take on powerful politicians and dictators alike” and not allow herself
to be pushed aside. And then an anecdote. “Once,” she tells us with a self-
satisfied little laugh, “when I asked the president of Sudan why he was sup-
porting violence against the people of Darfur, his security guys literally
pulled me out of the room.” The lesson? Hang tough. Women can do the
job too. Ed Schultz, on the other hand, is all modesty: “The response you
get from people when you go on the road I think gives you a pulse, it gives
you a sensibility of where the country is on issues. You don’t have to meet
a thousand people, you just have to hear all of a sudden the same narrative
come back at you, whether it’s about health care, or whether it’s about out-
sourcing, or whether it’s about what we’re doing overseas. And I think it’s
important we listen to people …”

Yes, Ed, of course you get the same narrative coming back at you. It’s
the one that you yourself and people like you put out there in the first
place. Where do you think people get their information, where do you
think they get their understanding of health care and outsourcing and
“what we’re doing overseas” if not from the media? What you get from the
people is therefore an echo and nothing more. Who and what is echoed
depends of course on the biases of the viewer. Some people get their “facts”
from Fox, some get them from MSNBC. In every case, journalists who
“listen” to the people are listening to themselves.  
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Andrea, on the other hand, is deceiving herself, and us, in a different way.
For what if she hadn’t been hustled out of that room by those security guys?
What if the president of Sudan had answered her “tough question”? What
kind of an answer did she really expect to get from the president of Sudan, or
from any of the other “powerful politicians and dictators” that she puts these
questions to? Did she expect the president of Sudan to roll over and say, “You
got me, sister. I’m a murderer”? I am in fact willing to bet that never in the
entire history of journalism has a tough question been asked that a single one
of these powerful politicians and dictators hasn’t been able to slide around with
the ease of a Michael Jordan sidestepping a ten-year-old child. Pretending that
tough questions fulfill the role of journalism and serve the public is a joke, as
is pretending that the public has an informed opinion about anything that isn’t
a mirror image of what it hears in the news from journalists like Ed Schultz.
If Andrea Mitchell really wants to serve the public, she might start by learning
Arabic before she flies out to Sudan with her tough questions and then she
might be in a position to understand what is going on over there and inform
the public accordingly. The ignorance of journalists is just a single notch below
the ignorance of the public. Together they constitute a community in which
the blind lead the blind. Andrea thinks that asking questions that aren’t
answered is journalism. Ed thinks that listening to people repeat what they
hear on the news is journalism. Neither of them is equipped to evaluate “what
we’re doing overseas” because neither of them has any real understanding of
the world, which involves, at the very least, understanding the language of the
country you are reporting from or commenting on. Neither of them, I believe,
has any real understanding of America either, which has very little to do with
politicians and everything to do with the character and values of the American
people, which neither of them has the courage or the insight to identify as the
source of America’s problems.

The genius of both the news broadcasters and print journalists has
been to get people to accept the terms in which they represent the world
as valid and meaningful. What they are giving us in fact is a kind of alter-
nate reality where stories are chosen for their dramatic value and rarely
coincide with real historical processes. They are forms of entertainment
and little else. Andrea Mitchell interviewing a dictator is spectacle, not
news. Talk show sages telling us what is going to happen in a week or a
month when they don’t know what is going to happen in the next five
minutes is self-indulgence, not history. In either case the exercise is point-
less. That we have been habituated into craving “live coverage” and instant
analysis in the same way that we have been habituated into craving Coca-
Cola is perhaps the only real achievement of the news industry.
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NEWSSPEAK

Journalists talk and write in platitudes. This is not surprising. They are
not, after all, writers. Their command of the language is limited. Their
minds are commonplace. They are also not scholars or political scientists.
I occasionally watch Fox News, but what is true of Fox is true of any other
news organization. The ideologies may be different but the mediocrity
isn’t, except for a kind of starry-eyed machoism among Fox’s noncombat-
ants whenever the subject is the military or national security, and hence
their breezy, insiderish tone and the penchant for hardass army talk, refer-
ring now to soldiers as warriors and speaking incessantly about boots on
the ground, gridlock, lockdown, Intel, recon, choppers, nukes, and all the
rest. It is true that journalists lack the talent to invent anything. They are
the middlemen of language, picking up on words and phrases that are in
the air and wearing them out through excessive use. The Bush administra-
tion, for example, gave them troop surges and enhanced interrogation
techniques, which sounds a lot better than reinforcements and torture,
though it is supposedly the job of journalists to cut through the crap and
call a euphemism a euphemism. Fox fields an all-star lineup of nonstop
talkers. What they say doesn’t have very much value or meaning. It plays
to the biases of their viewers, gives them new scandals and new arguments,
but doesn’t have the slightest effect on how the country is governed. On
the whole, in their superficiality, journalists contribute only to the igno-
rance of the public and of course to the degeneration of language.  

It is sometimes hard to distinguish between an idiom and a platitude.
For this reason, one of the few real services that journalists provide, aside
from giving us the weather report and ball scores, is to draw the line for
us, as though they were themselves lexicographers. A platitude then
becomes simply a word or phrase used repeatedly by journalists, which
grates so abrasively against the ear that no real writer would ever think to
use it. Here are a few: slippery slope, fiscal cliff, crunching numbers, grow-
ing the economy, do the math, level playing field, cutting edge, no brain-
er, game changer, harm’s way, take a listen, sound byte, outside the box,
under the radar, in the loop, proactive, Obamacare, outsourcing, win-win,
toxic, viral, uber, czar, buzz, spin. 
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What kind of mind uses such language? Clearly a lazy one, and that is
a fair characterization of the journalist’s mind. Because his use of language
is so narrow, and his ideas are so banal, the first word or phrase that pops
into his head when he tries to express a thought is naturally one that he
has used before, that is, a platitude. Unfortunately, he lacks the critical
sense to reject it and look for something better. He finds the familiar com-
forting and feels that he is using the language well when he comes up with
a hackneyed phrase. For the journalist the platitude represents clear and
incisive language. It would never occur to him that it is dull. This is the
standard. When he reaches into the barrel, nothing is there. That is why
he is a journalist and not a writer.

The news networks and journalists in general are forever assuring us
that they are keeping an eye on things for us. That is their job, they tell us.
They are always working for us, bringing us the news, so that we can –
what? The idea, I suppose, is so that we can make the right decisions at
election time, penalize the politicians who let us down and reward those
who don’t. But of course the net result of the entire political process is to
elect representatives with whom the public is invariably dissatisfied and
holds in very low esteem, so it is hard to see what the news networks
accomplish other than sensationalizing events to hold our attention until
the next commercial break – now a scandal, now a decomposing body in
someone’s garage, now some disaster footage from Nepal or New Orleans,
and then the endless commentary, day after day with the same tedious
arguments – Benghazi, ISIS, the IRS, the Ebola epidemic, whatever. They
never let up. They are like dogs with a bone.

If any of this did some good, made a difference, gave us something
other than drama and spectacle – that is, entertainment – then there might
be some justification for the enormous price the media demand for their
supposed services. The price they demand is the right to invade people’s pri-
vacy and to conceal sources of defamatory or illegally obtained information.
That is quite a price, but since they do not really deliver what they prom-
ise to deliver, they are in effect engaging in a species of fraud, representing
themselves as the guardians of democracy and of the public’s “right to
know” when they clearly are not. Both legislators and law courts have been
completely taken in by this deceit and habitually pay lip service to the
notion that the press really is the watchdog of democracy and thus deserv-
ing of the widest latitude. But the cornerstone of a democracy is in fact its
legal system and the traditions that sustain it. The guardians of democracy
are the courts. All the investigative reporting and all the talk shows in the
world have not had the remotest impact on how governments operate. 
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I am not suggesting that we shut down the news organizations, any
more than I would suggest that we ban poorly written books. By all means,
let them go on doing exactly what they have always done if that’s what
people want or need, but without their special privileges. Let them be
hauled into court for hounding and harassing whomever they deem news-
worthy and sued, fined or prosecuted for stalking them. Let them pay a
price that hurts for their gossip, innuendo and calumny. 

This would obviously inhibit them. The question is whether the pub-
lic would suffer, no longer know what is really going on, as if it does now,
become more ignorant than it already is, as if this is possible. The answer
is of course no. It wouldn’t make the slightest difference. It would not
make the slightest difference if people were or were not told who smoked
marijuana thirty years ago or slept with his neighbor’s wife, or for that mat-
ter were or were not told what is going to happen in a week or a month by
talk show sages who don’t know what is going to happen in the next five
minutes. We think we are being kept up to date when we get the news.
What we are in fact getting is a kind of alternate reality, the journalistic
equivalent of pulp fiction where “stories” are selected for their dramatic
value and seldom coincide with real historical or social processes. This too
is not surprising. Journalists are not equipped to give us anything more. If
they were they would be historians or even novelists.
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THE NEED TO KNOW

News organizations are the beneficiaries of two basic but unrelated
principles: the right to know and the need to know. The first is ground-
ed politically and gives these organizations the license to invade our pri-
vacy and conceal sources of defamatory or illegally obtained informa-
tion. The second is grounded existentially and is related to our survival,
and like all evolutionary principles, once it is established it operates
blindly and indiscriminately. Therefore, just as all dreams are reflexively
distorted in order to protect us (the Freudian censor), whether or not
their secrets are potentially harmful to our peace of mind, so the need to
know operates in us whether or not a given piece of information is essen-
tial to our well-being, and therefore it expresses itself even when nothing
is at stake but the satisfaction of our curiosity. This curiosity does not
require a correct reading of events to satisfy itself. Any plausible set of
facts will do. Curiosity then is very much like hunger: any food will alle-
viate it. Ironically, this is precisely what enables the news organizations
to flourish despite the fact that more often than not their reading of
events is anything but correct.

Evolution provides us with the tools of self-preservation. One of the
most essential of these tools is our ability to recognize danger, namely the
ability to read the environment correctly. Consequently, when matters
are in doubt, the ensuing state of uncertainty produces anxiety and
unrest as an evolutionary response, driving us, as it were, to clarify mat-
ters, whether they are life-threatening or trivial. Unless we are uncon-
nected to the world or to ourselves, we always want to know what we do
not know, what ISIS is up to, if it’s going to rain in the afternoon and
who is sleeping with whom in Hollywood. And since very little that is
labeled “news” has a direct and immediate effect on us, it is, again, real-
ly irrelevant what version of events we receive. Any version that is the
least bit plausible will serve to establish order, satisfy curiosity, alleviate
anxiety, calm the nerves. No one is keeping score. No one holds the pun-
dits accountable for what they said a week ago or a month ago. No one
even remembers. Nor does anyone remember who said the latest serial
killer was twenty-five years old or who said he was twenty-eight years
old, married or unmarried, born in Florida or Mississippi. It doesn’t mat-
ter which set of circumstances applies. It is not knowledge that we seek
in the news but reassurance.
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This is paradoxical of course, since the journalistic profession repre-
sents itself as setting great store by getting the facts straight. That is its
entire raison d’être. Yet not only do journalists fail at this, it isn’t even
required of them. It is not required because these facts are for the most part
irrelevant to our daily concerns, though at the same time facts as such, any
facts, are necessary for our peace of mind. Does this call into question the
entire value of truth? Certainly it does insofar as journalistic truth is con-
cerned, for when they aren’t entirely irrelevant, journalistic truths are gen-
erally shortsighted. They do not reveal social and historical processes, for
the simple reason that journalists are not equipped to recognize such
processes. They are not historians, scholars or political scientists. They are
not writers or thinkers.            

What journalists generally do get right are their headlines or news bul-
letins. Anything beyond this basic recitation of information that is gleaned
from official sources, including the weather report and ball scores, quick-
ly degenerates into opinion, speculation, gossip, innuendo and calumny.
That is how talk shows and newspaper columns fill their time and space.
At the end of the day an extremely distorted picture of the world is
obtained, put together by people who rarely understand the languages and
consequently the culture, religion, history and politics of the countries
they report from and comment on and also lack the perception to under-
stand their own country. For the public, this suffices. Half-digested in any
case, it gives ordinary people something to hold on to, a version of reality
that does not necessarily correspond to anything but is at least coherent
and thus helps them get through the day.
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THE WAY WE WERE

Sometimes the amateur anthropologist finds things where he isn’t
looking for them. METV – Middle East Television – is a Christian TV
network transmitting from Cyprus to the entire Middle East. In addition
to its Christian messages it broadcasts “wholesome family entertainment.”
This mostly consists of TV series from the 1950s – Lassie, The Lone Ranger,
Bonanza, The Lucy Show – and films from the 1930s and 1940s, with a
predilection for Westerns featuring John Wayne or Roy Rogers. One can’t
help thinking that METV must have gotten one helluva deal on these old
films, buying up the entire lot probably, but that isn’t the point. Clearly
the clincher was their wholesomeness, for it goes without saying that any-
thing produced for mass audiences back then must have reflected a
“moral” America where sex was hidden and Christian virtues always tri-
umphed. The value of these films and TV shows is that they serve as a
barometer of the American psyche, for nothing reflects the basic, unspo-
ken assumptions of American life more clearly than Hollywood films and
the old family TV shows. What Americans responded to in those years tells
us what America was. It documents, indirectly, how Americans saw the
world, life, themselves, as no other source does.

You know how these Westerns operate. A morally and sexually pure
hero overcomes the forces of evil and gets the chaste girl. This is the cen-
tral myth of American life. The male audience lives vicariously through the
hero. His triumphs, always involving violence, address the viewer’s feelings
of inadequacy and resentment, of smallness, especially when the villain is
rich and powerful. The purity masks guilt. The Western is therefore
emblematic, if not therapeutic, operating on an unconscious level. The
viewer finds it satisfying but doesn’t really know why, that is, doesn’t make
the connection between the hero and himself in any explicit way, though
he identifies with him and often becomes a hero himself in his daydreams.
The feelings of inadequacy and resentment derive from the sense of failure
that most Americans live with, for the great prizes go to the few, not the
many, and for most Americans the great dream is the dream of wealth and
fame. These feelings have persisted into the present century and continue
to be addressed by Hollywood. On the other hand, the idea of sexual puri-
ty and the anguish of sexual guilt went out the window in the sexual rev-
olution of the 1960s. The sexually pure hero is no longer a model, serves
no purpose; the culture itself took care of the problem, setting up new
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norms, except among the Christian fundamentalists. Heroes, however,
remain moral in the larger sense, as moral purity continues to remain an
American ideal. Americans want to be decent but often are not. The hero
– an honest cop, a crusading reporter, a self-sacrificing everyman – allows
us to inhabit our better selves. The difference now is that the greater
sophistication of Americans allows for a more realistic representation of
moral ambiguity.

By reviving these films, METV does a great service, providing a snap-
shot of America’s inner life at its crudest level. By studying them we can
discover who we are. It is these films too that will be studied in a hundred
and a thousand years to tell future generations what America was. Let us
hope that METV preserves them.
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OLD MOVIES

Now that my cable provider has gotten ahold of a batch of old Samuel
Goldwyn movies, no doubt at a bargain price, I have had the opportunity
in recent weeks to see some real classics, like The Best Years of Our Lives
(1946) and The Little Foxes (1941), for example. But classic or not, these
films are worth watching as anthropological treasure troves, telling us more
about America than a thousand books, for what they reveal are the unspo-
ken assumptions of American life. However, there is another side to them
as well, an ironic side. The characters in these films have no idea what is
just around the corner. Their innocence – the innocence of people living
in the 1940s about what was coming in the 1950s, the innocence of peo-
ple living in the 1950s about what was coming in the 1960s – casts
America’s social history into very broad relief. One such film is Our Very
Own (1950). The story is simple: Gail Macaulay (Ann Blyth) learns just
before her eighteenth birthday that she was adopted and sets out to find
her biological mother, discovering in the end that what really counts is her
adoptive family, which has always been there for her. The genre is neo-sen-
timental, with a suitable sound track. The dialogue is wooden. It is
Dickens transposed to an American milieu, but without the Dickensian
humor, or grotesqueness.

The Macaulays have everything you could want: three daughters, a
dog, a cheerful black maid, and a new television set. We are on the thresh-
old of the 1950s. This is a world where children ask to be excused from
the dinner table and are sent to their rooms when they misbehave.
Momentous things are about to happen: rock ‘n’ roll, fast food, the pill,
suburbia, the beatniks, Communism, integration, and most of all – televi-
sion. In fact, in the opening scene, the new television set is just being
installed, and Natalie Wood as the precocious kid sister is pestering the TV
men. It matters very little what the film had to say about adoption, which
is not very profound. What matters is what it couldn’t say about the shape
of things to come.

Television, as we all know, was one of the factors that contributed to
the breakdown of family life in America. The Macaulays are not shown
actually watching TV but we know that they are going to be watching an
awful lot of it in the coming decade, each in his or her private cocoon.
Henceforth, too, they will be getting most of their information about the
world from their television set. This information will be served up to them
by reporters and analysts who lack the talent, knowledge and understand-
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ing to be historians, scholars, political scientists or even novelists. Such
being the standards of journalism, most will not even speak the languages
of the countries they report from and comment on, so you can say that it
will be a case of the blind leading the blind. And while news broadcasts
will themselves become a form of entertainment, with plenty of red meat
for the voyeurs and the bloodthirsty, shamelessly exploiting the grief and
misery of real people to get their most “powerful” moments, others will be
in charge of entertainment proper at the TV networks, bringing viewers
game shows, variety shows, sitcoms, dramas (Bonanza, Gunsmoke,
Maverick, I Love Lucy, The Honeymooners, Ozzie and Harriet, Ed Sullivan,
Jack Benny, Lassie, Leave It To Beaver, What’s My Line?). Television of course
can’t be blamed for everything. Personal computers, cell phones and social
networking were quite some distance away, but the idea of wiring con-
sumers into a communications system that made a lot of money for a lot
of people was now in place. It should be understood that if there was no
money in all of this, none of it would exist. Creating better products for
better living is not an end in itself, as Marx pointed out. It is an interme-
diate stage, “a necessary evil of money making.” If money grew on trees,
there would be no industry and certainly no sitcoms.

The genius of modern communications has been to take human needs –
the need for information, the need to be entertained, the need to be heard –
and to commercialize them around the lowest common denominator. I call
this genius because whereas we would think that the natural tendency of an
organized society would be to elevate this common denominator, as the edu-
cational system indeed attempts to do, however unsuccessfully, the media
operate to drag it down even further, habitually playing to our worst impuls-
es and thereby capturing our attention in spite of ourselves. 

Does this mean that the Macaulays lived in a better America? Not really.
Greed was always part of American life, as were conformity, bigotry and
hypocrisy. The Sixties would at least tone down sexual repression and racial
discrimination but it would not liberate Americans from the American
Dream. This was the dream of the Macaulays in 1949 and this would be the
dream of Gail Macaulay’s children in 1969. Television would bring the dream
into even sharper focus, assuring them that anyone could be rich and famous.
Television would also show old movies of course, making Gail Macaulay’s
children wonder, maybe, how they had become what they were.
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PRO BALL

All games are child’s play. This includes the games played by adults,
though not all adults who play games are childish. There is, after all, a lot
of money to be made playing games, so you can’t really blame anyone who
has the knack for it for devoting the best years of his life to frivolous pur-
suits like hitting a ball with a stick or jumping up and down. The essen-
tial stupidity of adult games, of sports as a profession, of what grown men
and women are actually engaged in doing with a golf club or a tennis rack-
et or a baseball bat or a hockey stick, has less to do with the athletes them-
selves than with the society that glorifies them, that watches, not just sports
but everything else – in a word, the viewing audience. 

Not even the Ancient Romans or Byzantines in their most degenerate
phases attached themselves so enthusiastically to the heroes of the arena.
We all understand pretty well what is behind all this, for nothing is more
boring, even for the diehard sports fan, than watching a game where you
aren’t rooting for one side or the other. We do not watch a game for its own
sake but for the sake of living vicariously through a surrogate self. We
require this in societies such as ours in the absence of personal distinction,
which is the fate of the vast majority of mankind. It is a sad commentary
on our society that the heroes we choose to idolize are not scientists, artists,
doctors, teachers or simply decent human beings, but ballplayers, and of
course movie stars.

From time to time, ballplayers and movie stars get together for some
gala event, and then you have a curious situation where you can’t really say
who is going to be starstruck over whom. The ballplayers, after all, are
actually doing something and doing it very well while the actors are only
pretending to be what they are not and have no real skills. On the other
hand, the celebrity of the actor is greater than the celebrity of the ballplay-
er, his offscreen life is more interesting to the viewing audience, and what
is more he usually has a lively personality whereas the athlete usually does
not, is in fact pretty dull, talking in platitudes or mumbling something
about going out there and having fun. In all of pro basketball, I can think
of very few players you would have wanted to listen to for more than 30
seconds: Shaquille O’Neal certainly, Dennis Rodman, Charles Barkley,
Allen Iverson for his edge, Michael Jordan for his presence. As for baseball,
I have never heard any player say anything that would interest a 10-year-
old child. And in boxing there is only the incomparable Ali.
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It is a basic feature of modern societies that people are rewarded for the
economic value of their work rather than for its social value. This is natu-
ral and desirable from the entrepreneur’s point of view. Work that pro-
duces money is worth more on the market than work that doesn’t, and
therefore executives in the dog food industry make a lot more money than
teachers and nurses and baseball players make a lot more money than
cleaning women, though the work of the latter has considerably more
social value than the work of the former, since without cleanliness we
would get disease while without entertainment we would only get bore-
dom. In this respect, medieval man was far more sensible than modern
man, rewarding jesters and jongleurs modestly and holding them in fairly
low esteem in contrast to our own times where clowns become idols and
sometimes even get their own talk shows. 

It may be said that, if not for social or intellectual achievement, surely
we might have chosen to idolize manly heroes of a more worthy kind
instead of frivolous ones: military men, law enforcers, fire fighters, for
example; and many of us do in fact admire them greatly, especially when
they are portrayed on the screen by Hollywood stars. In real life, however,
their careers interest us less, for the simple reason that their lives have not
been sufficiently commercialized to keep them in front of us wherever we
look: no live broadcasts, no instant replays, no postgame interviews. no
endorsements, no bubble gum cards. Also, their contests are less dramatic,
less sharply focused. On the ballfield you get a winner in just a few hours,
each and every day, so the rush is bigger and better when it comes. Soldiers
and fire fighters can’t compete with baseball players when it comes to giv-
ing the viewing audience the fix that it needs. 
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The really diehard fan, it has to be said, the fan that professional
sports organizations are always thanking, the fan who inspires the play-
ers, the fan for whom they are playing, is a pathetic figure. He lives and
dies with his team. His destiny is bound up with it. He has invested
everything he has in it. Days before big games his stomach is already in
knots. You can’t talk to him. He won’t even take out the garbage. And
after a loss he is inconsolable. It takes him days to recover. Not everyone
is this sick of course. There is a kind of recovery index that will tell you
just how sick one is, running from seconds for healthy individuals to
days for terminal cases. The fan is an inseparable part of sports culture.
Now that we have talkbacks you will find him in front of a computer
cursing everyone in sight from morning till night. Without such fans,
where would professional sports be?

The status of ballplayers, like the status of movie stars, is indicative of
a very sick society, a society whose members look around desperately for
some source of satisfaction, something to lift them up, something outside
themselves to which they can attach themselves when it becomes clear that
they aren’t going to get any satisfaction from within themselves. They are
not to blame. This is the ethos. The American Dream is a hollow dream,
of wealth and fame. It leaves very little room for other dreams, it seduces
and captivates and dooms an entire society to chasing after distant stars.    
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THINGS AS THEY ARE

Evolution deceives us. We believe that it always leads us in the right
direction, higher and higher, and therefore that things always turn out for
the best in the best of  possible worlds. Of course we understand that there
are wrong turns but these seem to iron themselves out and are quickly
abandoned like the saber-toothed tiger and other extinct species, leaving
us with what is viable or meant to be. We ourselves are thought to devel-
op in just this way, always creating improved models, moving from tyran-
ny to democracy, from crude tool making to hi-tech, in what we think of
as a natural and inevitable evolutionary process.

This basic misunderstanding of evolution, coupled with the feeling that
on the whole society functions fairly well, is perhaps what inclines us, at least
philosophically, to tolerate the institutions that control our lives. We do not
question the rules that these institutions devise for their own convenience but
obey them like sheep, arrive at the appointed hours, stand in lines, sit in wait-
ing rooms, fill out the forms, follow procedures. We believe that this is the
most rational way for societies to organize themselves. We understand too
that wherever there is tragedy, armies of reporters will stick their microphones
into people’s faces to squeeze a screaming headline out of their grief and mis-
ery or that commercial enterprises will enter our homes via the television
screen to sell us their breakfast cereals and carcinogenic hamburgers. Free
enterprise is seen as the cornerstone of capitalism and capitalism, in America,
is seen as the most advanced and efficient economic system the world has ever
known. A free press is seen as the cornerstone of democracy and journalists
are seen as its guardians. These two fallacies are so prevalent that it is almost
impossible to conceive of a world in which journalists are not given the license
to invade people’s privacy and free enterprisers are not permitted to sell their
merchandise by exploiting the vulnerabilities of consumers. 

The truth is that not all the wrong turns in our evolutionary develop-
ment iron themselves out. Some become institutionalized and therefore
permanent, leaving vital social functions in the wrong hands. Yes, it is nat-
ural for people who like to write but lack the talent to become novelists or
historians to create a subsidiary branch of the writing trade called journal-
ism, and yes it is natural for the greediest among us to try to sell us what
we don’t need or can’t afford, not to mention what may kill us.
Consequently, two of the most important functions of a society – the pro-
vision of its material needs and the control of information – have been
taken over by individuals who are the least suited to carry them out.
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Evolution is blind. It does not recognize its own wrong turns but
relies on natural forces to work things out. Certainly it has rules, but
even at the most primitive level of human society these rules are easily
circumvented, for better or for worse: nature is suppressed, the unfit sur-
vive, and the unworthy develop skills that enable them to prevail. The
result is a world controlled by the wrong people. Among them are of
course politicians, whose greatest skill is not the management of society,
which one would expect, but the ability to win elections, which consists
largely of talking smoothly. Evolution has therefore let us down. It did
not foresee how things were going to turn out. It believed, perhaps, that
a higher type would prevail and instead it got what is secondrate. Only
we can save ourselves.
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Pavement, The Holy See of CEE, Book 15 * Thailand to Volcanoes, Lost in an Echo, I Was Charles Bronson’s Secret Hostage, Erasable Bond, Royal Dano’s Death Scene ‘tis of Thee, Understood, Akashic Shotgun, Champagne - Hot Water, How a Bullet Behaves, the
Thing in the Lounge at WagonWheel (I Come in Avarice), Postcards from Exile, the Five Stages of Macbeth, Stay in Formation, Shadowing Other Footprints, the Girl Next Door and Other Poems, Major Arcana

Compact Discs: Mom’s Favorite Vase the demo tapes, Kuypers the final (MFV Inclusive), Weeds and Flowers the beauty & the desolation, The Second Axing Something is Sweating, The Second Axing Live in Alaska,  Pettus & Kuypers Live at Cafe Aloha, Pointless Orchestra Rough 
Mixes, Kuypers Seeing Things Differently, 5D/5D  Tick Tock, Kuypers Change Rearrange, Order From Chaos The Entropy Project, Kuypers Six One One, Kuypers Stop., Kuypers Masterful Performances mp3 CD, Kuypers Death Comes in Threes, Kuypers Changing Gears, Kuypers Dreams, Kuypers How Do I Get There?, Kuypers
Contact•Conflict•Control, the DMJ Art Connection the DMJ Art Connection, Kuypers Questions in a World Without Answers, Kuypers SIN, Kuypers WZRD Radio (2 CD set), Mom’s Favorite Vase and The Second Axing These Truths, assorted artists String Theory, Oh (audio CD), Life At The Cafe (3 CD set), the DMJ Art Connection Indian
Flux, the DMJ Art Connection Manic Depressive or Something, Chaotic Radio Chaotic Radio Week #1, Chaotic Radio Chaotic Radio Week #2, Chaotic Radio Chaotic Radio Week #3, Chaotic Radio Chaotic Radio Week #4, Chaotic Radio Chaotic Radio Week #5, Chaotic Radio the Chaotic Collection Collection #01-05 (5 CD set) etc. (audio
CD, 2 CD set), Chaotic Elements (2 CD set), Chaos in Motion (6 CD set), 5D/5D Screeching to a Halt (EP), PB&J  Two for the Price of One (EP), Kiki, Jake and Haystack  An American Portrait, Kuypers/the Bastard Trio/Paul Baker/the JoAnne Pow!ers Trio  Fusion (4 CD set), podcasts the Evolution of Performance Art (13 CD set),
Kuypers Live (14 CD set), the DMJ Art Connection the Things They Did to You (2 CD set), Kuypers Seeing a Psychiatrist (3 CD set), Kuypers St. Paul’s (3 CD set), Kuypers the 2009 Poetry Game Show (3 CD set), Kuypers and the HA!man of South Africa Burn Through Me (2 CD set), Kuypers “40”, Kuypers Sexism and Other Stories,
Kuypers the Stories of Women (amazon.com release), Kuypers “Dobro Veče” (4 CD set) Kuypers “hmmm” (4 CD set), Kuypers “Letting it All Out”, Kuypers “What We Need In Life” (CD sngle), , Kuypers “Made Any Difference” (CD sngle), , Kuypers/Hardwick “Across the Pond” (3 CD set).
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