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To my wife Svetlana, for showing me what love truly is. 
The key is sharing.









I have some questions:


Why did we remove the subject of Civics from our public schools?


Why have we made it impossible to give our children even a glimpse of the reality of running our government before it’s their turn to run the government?


When and why did we stop telling our children that we were responsible for a revolution in governance that was the first ever to free the minds of the entire human race and firmly commit to our belief in the potential of the poor?


Why have we kept all this completely unknowable by our progeny for the past fifty years?


Why have we refused to even discuss this stupid and self-destructive act?









Introduction


David Sarnoff was an immigrant who became one of the most admired Americans of the twentieth century. He created and owned NBC Radio, and in the 1940s he created the NBC television network.


He also owned the company that produced RCA Victor television sets. He created NBC TV so that people would have something to watch when they bought RCA Victor television sets.


Imagine the world after World War II; in the late 1940s and early 1950s we were at the top of the world, we were the winners over Hitler and his ideas, and we, as GIs and as a nation, were admired and respected as few people or nations in history have been. We had saved the civilized world from an uncivilized nightmare that might have become the future of humankind were it not for the United States of America and its allies, the Russians, the British, and others. We were at peace, at great sacrifice, and though the world was still a turbulent place, America was different, and held in real affection by millions of people around the world.


Now imagine buying Sarnoff’s RCA Victor TV set. It was a new technology, and no one was capable of seeing how powerful it would be. Within a few years, we were happily hooked on the delivery of images of fantasy and reality, entertainment and current events.


No one realized how hooked we were until we began to study the phenomenon closely and discovered that the American people’s toilets, in the millions, were flushing at regular intervals, timed to the commercials of I Love Lucy and the breaks from the reality/drama of the Army–McCarthy hearings, broadcast live into our homes. Timing to commercial breaks was a perfect irony, because Sarnoff, the Immigrant Boy Who Made Good, was originally opposed to commercials on television. He thought that commercial television was inevitably going to create a shallow experience on NBC television, and CBS and ABC on that same RCA Victor television. We might have had more than one TV, each set dedicated to a different network. Might have been . . .


Now imagine turning off the TV and going to bed; imagine not knowing that when you turned off the RCA Victor TV that Sarnoff had sold you, it didn’t go off. (That didn’t happen; just imagine that it did.) It stayed on and listened and recorded everything it could, and sold the information it received to advertising.


Imagine finding out about that in a newspaper or on the radio or even from a television news bulletin.


Perhaps Sarnoff would deny it at first, but then he’d have to fess up. So, add to his list of “hypothetical” ethical lapses (or criminal behavior): “Lying under Oath.”


(Please remember this didn’t happen, it’s a story, a tale, IT DIDN’T HAPPEN . . .)


But imagine how we would feel about Sarnoff then. CBS and ABC didn’t do this, only David Sarnoff’s NBC (this is my story, remember?). Our society as a whole had heroes who were your neighbors and our GI fathers who just a minute ago had saved the world from Hitler; we watched Leave It to Beaver and Walt Disney shows, the world was still trying to comprehend the word “Holocaust,” Ike was in the White House, boys were in Cub Scouts, and America was the most admired country on the planet. What would we want to do to Sarnoff for being revealed as a snaky con man, worse than Bernie Madoff, for damaging our fine reputation in the eyes of the world?


We’d be thinking thoughts that are fear and anger and stuff not fit for polite society.


WE’D WANT TO STRING HIM UP BY HIS THUMBS, wouldn’t we?


WE’D WANT TO SEND HIM UP THE RIVER, wouldn’t we?


You betcha.


So, now, Mark Zuckerberg . . .


Zuckerberg isn’t nervously rubbing his thumbs while he appears on the news under oath in front of Congress, is he? I bet he isn’t even worried about any kind of punishment at all. And we don’t expect any, do we? Even when the owner of Facebook announces that he is going to allow a change of rules and says he will encourage Facebook’s users to assassinate Putin, a stretch of what we would call appropriate behavior . . .


What changed?


I mean, aside from a new technology, what changed?


We did.


That’s what this book is about.
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Chapter 1


A Spiral of Decay


I’m not a tease, so here it is in one sentence: If we share the sovereign’s power but no one tells us what that means and how that works, then we don’t got it.


We don’t teach our Constitution anymore.


We don’t teach our Bill of Rights.


We don’t teach our governance theory, thought to be at the time of its creation the most radical theory because no other country agreed with our idea that Sovereign Power could be left in the hands of all of the people. We call the study of government and the tools necessary for the maintenance of a civil society “civics.”


We don’t teach civics either.


All these things have been removed from American public schools for over fifty years.


Have you felt the consequences of what I just told you? Does it explain a large part of the spiral of decay we all feel in the country today?


Does it make you angry? Does it horrify anyone, other than me? Because it’s horrifying, people. This is our one real world, and it has become unquestionably absurd and suicidal. We were the first to attempt a sensible approach to create fairness in governance. We could have done much better, but at least we didn’t just repeat the structures of governance that had preceded ours, all having built-in advantage for the Few, keeping the rest of us, the Majority, as cattle.


We believed that educating “the cattle” turned them into humans who created the first true civil society. No other country allowed sharing the power of the sovereign with other sectors of society. The aristocracy, the church, the poor—none had power that had not been granted to them by the King. We fired the King for fraud when we defeated the British in war. We found ourselves having the freedom to create new paths, which we had just then learned from Scots professors enamored with the philosophy called the Enlightenment.


Our obligation was to pass on what we learned from generation to generation.


That was the deal, and then we broke it. We broke the deal that we had sworn never to break, for no reason I can think of as worthy.


Does that anger you?


It is especially absurd to think our children could run this complex country without learning anything about its government first. We can’t fly a plane without training, or practice medicine without attending medical school; then explain how we can send people to Congress who haven’t first learned the workings of government or what powers the Congress has. It’s not really enough to say, “I’ll learn it once I’m elected.” Sounds wasteful, costly, and fundamentally antidemocratic. Why? Because not teaching civility and the core values of the Enlightenment philosophy that underpin our Constitution and our Bill of Rights is not just brainless but a black hole that sucks intelligent life down and gone.


Seventy-five years ago we were among the most admired nations in the world, the only one respected for all the right reasons. We were never perfect—the most important political revolution in the history of civilization wasn’t perfect, let alone the operating manual to run it, and the rights and liberties and responsibilities we laid out to humanity in those founding documents might have been better stated.


But our imperfect political miracle changed humankind for the better. We freed an enormous majority of people from an existence that had been an unbroken shriek of pain, punishment, and enforced ignorance; we brought true power sharing between the secular world of geopolitics and the moral world of spiritual progress closer to one another than had ever been thought possible or sane. We attached the goals of our Revolutionary Doctrine to real utility: the firing of monarchy for fraud, the spreading of the sovereign’s power through all the former castes and classes, the unity of all our founding documents being bound by the philosophy of the Enlightenment. Those documents told us and the rest of the world who we are and why we are who we are, and who we intended to be—which meant different and better than any other nation. More inclusive. More generous. More rooted in the common people. We made a promise to educate our public, including our poor, in their preparation in learning how to run the country or whatever endeavor they chose. Then we stopped. We stopped teaching any of these classes, without announcement or any public discussion. These classes separated us from all other countries, created intellectual creativity and musculature, unlocked the shackles that had tied us to enforced ignorance since the beginning of recorded history, so it was a big deal—and deserved headlines, investigations, protests—and got silence.


Now if we’re very, very, very lucky, it won’t be too late to revive the essence of what America did, what Americans were and can still be, if they have the courage and intellect and spirit to stop the bickering of the infantilized grown-ups who are presently the shameful ruling generation. The fools who inhabit our power structures, our courts, our information industry, our school boards—they refuse to see what is right in front of us all, refuse to practice the ideas that made America great and which are still believed in by millions around the world, and which are, to my bitter regret, scoffed at by our own.


Contemporary America is a tragedy because we have obscured the essence of our civil society and let the meaning of America be reduced to guesswork. Who we are and why we are who we are was stolen from us, and the scene of the crime was not surrounded by yellow police tape. That made it difficult to tell anyone where the crime took place, or if a crime had in fact happened.


The thieves were very smart, very patient. They started by taking only enough to make us lose our way, and then apparently got mean drunk and began removing anything they could carry, until they’d left a stripped and empty schoolhouse, unable to teach anything meaningful, anything based on the most generous philosophy ever conceived in the secular world.


We rid ourselves of kings and put our faith in the people, spreading sovereign power among all. It worked like a dream, until we stole the teaching of the Constitution, and the birth-tale of the nation, and the civic tools that allowed for intelligence to become creative, stole the ability to learn when we stopped teaching any of this to our own children. We lost faith in ourselves and the values and the virtues that brought us so far.


Faith is not something you lose overnight. You believe, and you speak from your heart the words that reflect that belief. You’re sustained by your belief, and the words celebrate what faith gives you. Then one day you realize that the words and the rituals of your faith have become only words, the rituals empty. And can you even remember what caused your doubts, or when your faith fled?


Faith in what, exactly?


Well, faith that the institutions of America were ours. Faith that we were all on the same team. Or that the machinery of the American idea, the machinery of republican democracy, was manageable. That it wasn’t a sham. That our future was inevitably better.


We had changed in any case. We had at least exchanged one worldview for another. The filter through which we have perceived the world has always been self-confident, perhaps misguided at times but so be it. We have believed in ourselves and our abilities.


Now our filter is different, and we have no such confident worldview. We have no faith in our abilities. We have no connection to the future. Our faith in our future is shaken, because our belief in ourselves is rocky. We have lost our faith in the powers that brought us this far—the powers of will, imagination, effort, and community.


So what are America’s fundamental constitutional values? Which values come from family? Or your religion? Which values come from tradition? Why do we assume America today actually agrees with the Constitution and its Bill of Rights? How do you even know? It has not been studied in over fifty years.


Most Americans can’t answer that question, because we simply don’t know enough anymore. We should be able to answer that question, and were able for the longest time, but not the last fifty years. That’s how long the study of the Constitution has been absent, as well as the study of the governance structure the world once knew as revolutionary, and the capabilities of a civil society, the musculature we get from opposing views, the opportunity to have opportunity, and all the rest we pretend to know but don’t.


Will Durant, who was among the most respected historians since the discovery of the New World, said that “history is to a nation what memory is to an individual. . . . Without memory a person is unknowable to himself and anyone else.” Remove a nation’s history, and that nation becomes disconnected and drifts away like an enormous balloon that escapes from the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade, floating away slowly enough to be recaptured if the nation just thought it important enough.


Are the children of today and the time to come capable of running America when they are called to do so?


No. No, they’re not.


Anyone paying attention over the last decades might have realized that we have become passive rather than active, that we watch politics the way people slow down to view a terrible car accident, hoping to see blood and brains and suffering, but never thinking we might offer up any help, any idea, any activity that could alleviate any pain.


This is no accident. This is somebody’s fault. People in power, bought people, people in positions who can harm the public body through ignorance and treachery. The people who put them there.


You.


You who are reading this. You may deny it; that’s what you’re good at. But it doesn’t change the fact that you—as parents, as citizens, as politicians—did this stupid and horrible thing. And you continue to do it even as you read this book.


I can imagine that some of you might be put off by my tone, but my tone is appropriate, better than the silence that usually surrounds this issue, better than the calm lies that mislead, and far better than the America that has resulted from the false discussions we have pretended to have. If you are already aware that turning students into citizens is the main reason for public education, then you are as rare as moon rock. Let me remind you that we have denied you and your children, even your parents, the Constitution, the Enlightenment philosophy, and the birth tale of our country. We’ve also denied you debate, civility, and clarity of thought.


I am not a cynic, despite what some people may believe. Nor do I belong to the “gaggle of Hollywood Liberals.”


I will say two things:


I gaggle for no one.


And I am, if anyone bothers to ask or listen, a “Lib-o-Conserve-o-Rad-o-Middle of the road-o.” I have been for many years, as I bet most of you are. You just haven’t thought about it enough lately.


I am neither a scholar nor an academic. You will not get footnotes or lists of books that influenced me. I just read history, all the time, history of the British, the Chinese, the Mongols, the American Civil War, every point of view from Thomas Keneally to Gore Vidal. I love reading authors with opposing views. And I didn’t take notes because I was reading for pleasure, not in formal preparation for compiling a list such as academics insist on.


Most important, though, I am an American, which has meant (in the past at least) that I am entitled to my point of view, an opinion. It’s having that opinion that gives me the right and obligation to write this book.


My message may contain mistakes in grammar and proper publishing etiquette. If I neglected to annotate or footnote, or chose not to, I apologize for those misdemeanors. However, I am correct in my content and my perceptions of the necessary place Civics holds in public schools. I also believe that anyone who opposes that statement is corrupt, evil, or lacking in basic intelligence.


If anyone aims their weapons at me by saying anything like “There’s no problem” (which has been said), or “He’s exaggerating” (which has been said), or “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about” (which has been said), or “It’s being taken care of already” (I dare anyone to say it), then I will say “Balderdash. Phooey. Show me.”


I have read American history since I was eight or nine years old, always finding shameful sins and always things that I was proud of. I am the result of all of that and my family history. I was born in 1947. I admit to being as in love with my country, with my country’s ideas, now as I was at ten, eighteen, thirty, and forty-five. I have never believed that America was perfect, or that America was only the product of its worst, but that it remains proof of the human desire to be better. Yes, that I believe.


But some years into the new century, I only saw reflected a complete blindness toward what I perceived as an inarguable fact: No one feels any sense of loss at the absence of civics education. I have been speaking for thirty years about this danger. I have seen audiences become filled with outrage, and then watched as that outrage disappeared before they reached their cars.


America has become expert at distraction and denial in the past fifty years. We forgot that Civil Society was achieved by constancy, not devoting one semester to it and thinking we could check it off a list. A very few centuries ago our ancestors created an invention of the mind that was a triumph of moral progress in the secular world, only to drop it in our own time like a toy fire truck we thought we had outgrown and left at the top of the stairs. We tripped on it, tumbling down through decay, back to the deliberate cruelty of the handful of the few who wield power over a shackled and ignorant majority. It is an eerily familiar, even comfortable, fate we see ahead of us. It is not an inevitable fate, but one we choose.


We the People have held this pearl in our hands and thoughtlessly let it drop, and even as it falls away we are distracted to the point of denial that it has any value. Americans don’t feel the loss of the greatest compliment ever given to people. I want my grandchildren to know that I at least tried to tell you of the horror that approaches and that they will have to live with. Whether you hate America or love America, whether your reasons are the best or the ugliest, can you guess what awaits your descendants if you don’t wake up?


When America fails, WHAT THEN?


Don’t keep reading without giving that question some real thought.


Or . . . are you honestly too distracted to give any meaningful time to the answer?


If so, our children are doomed to mediocrity.


Pleasant thought, isn’t it?


For us to slip, to refuse to teach what is our obligation to teach, is suicidal, proof that a whole nation can lose its collective mind. Had we not stopped teaching our legacy, maybe we could have made impossible the specific decay of our time.


I have Cassandra’s curse: I can see the future, and I’m not kidding. In Greek mythology, Cassandra was a Trojan princess who was the object of a crush on the part of Apollo, god of the Sun, who gifted her with the ability to see the future. But when Cassandra scorned him, he cursed her in his rage and, god-like in his perversity, pronounced that no one would ever believe her.


I got that.


I can see America’s future with a certainty that enrages me and fills me with despair. We can only stop the worst by reclaiming the doctrines we began with. We must reject the senselessness of hiding from our young the revolutionary nature of the ideas that were so fundamentally different from all others at that time, like the difference between God and the Devil. If we refuse our obligation to reinvest ourselves with these radical ideals, we will be guilty of collusion in the crime of killing America. There may be a nation called the United States of America, but it won’t be the America we have known or struggled to preserve and improve. It will be a fake America, a pretense we have been practicing for over the last fifty years.


A FULL HALF CENTURY . . . and no one noticed that we had stopped studying the Constitution? And haven’t yet? Haven’t you put together that it might have something to do with the rotten state of everything in America?


We have slipped lower in reading, writing, and basic math skills, and we deepened the general level of ignorance. By failing to reinforce the singular values that were so revolutionary at our birth, we have failed to prepare our young for excellence in any field. My generation is the first to have made it impossible to fulfill the American Dream, of passing on a better country to our kids than the one we inherited from our parents. We are guaranteeing failure in the businesses our families built over decades; they will be eaten alive by smarter competitors, just as we don’t have a clue how to prevail militarily against new enemies. Public service, or politics, used to be a “noble calling,” but not in the last fifty years. Public service has become the definition of inauthenticity.


This is a desperately important issue, but we treat it as a low-priority problem, one that is considered too complex to solve. In our modern world, that is code for “we don’t think our kids are up to it.” That is nonsense. Kids are smarter and tougher than that. It’s that we don’t teach them with any rigor. We patronize them. And we ignore history, which is what provides them and us with appropriate examples. All of it keeps hitting an obstacle our society seems to cherish above all: profit. We are not encouraged to pursue with any real passion any profession other than that which will lead to personal wealth. There are exceptions, of course, but the system now seems to have emptied the bin of other values.


Left to ourselves, we slice through one another and our kids, dealing out what Spartacus learned at gladiator school was “a slow kill.” We wound their brains just effectively enough so that they begin to drip potential, without feeling the steady flow of self-worth leaving them as the issues of the day are not explained in any detail. We read the reviews, buy the book, but never read the book. We read only the headlines; we don’t read the whole article. We all just repeat headlines in growing frenzies of rage, never realizing that we are doing to others what we don’t want others to do unto us, never realizing that over the course of our lives the steady invisible loss of intellectual creativity creates a loss of self-esteem. That in turn hardens into inarguable positions and impatience with other opinions, masking an anxiety about the tricky thought that “thinking is making my head hurt.” No one is trained in how to find things out, and we just experience the confusion of the real world as “I must be stupid.”


Doctors call conditions like bad blood pressure or hypertension “invisible killers.” Not thinking will, without careful attention, kill you, or it will kill your brain and you will become—to use the medical term—“stupid.” We say stupid things, we are angered for stupid reasons, we talk stupid, vote stupid, eat stupid, hate stupid, and don’t have the slightest idea how to love ourselves or someone else. We aim our rifle at the wrong guy on the wrong battlefield. We vote to enrich those who are already billionaires, somehow thinking we are not punishing ourselves.


Our children are our future, and we have left them uneducated and unprepared. There’s a legacy, don’t you think?
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