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For the writers






I know Twitter is X now,

I don’t care,

I call it Twitter and always will.








INTRODUCTION


Real Time with Bill Maher started in February 2003, on a network I was grateful had patience. Because it wasn’t very good that first season, and one reason was: the ending of the show wasn’t right. For some reason, I had the dumb idea to end my show with other people performing. New comics, who I wanted to present to America. Like I was Ed Sullivan.

I blame the pot.

Because, really, the big ending for your own show should not be a pass-off. If people are watching a show with your name in the title, finish it up with what you do best, which in my case is a straight-to-camera commentary on something people want to hear your take on. (Even if they don’t know they want to hear it yet, but I’ll get to that in a minute.)

And so I started doing that in the second half of 2003, our “second season.” I’d basically done the same thing every Friday night when Politically Incorrect was on five days a week, and I always called such a monologue at the end of the show “the editorial.” Some people still call it a new rule, because on Real Time it comes at the end of the “New Rules” segment and segues into it with a “New rule…” opening. But it’s a completely different animal. New rules are short thoughts about anything—they can be silly, serious, of-the-week or timeless. The ones I reject sound like bad open-mic night.

But the editorial is a ten-minute thought piece, with laughs. Always with laughs. I’ve told my brilliant writers who work on it with me every week: you can be bad, I can always edit that out—just don’t be earnest. Because anyone can be earnest, and usually when they are it kind of makes me puke. I define “earnest” as a) saying something obvious (or at least obvious to your tribe); b) not being funny about it; and c) acting like it’s an issue that affects you personally way more than it does.

Real Time has always attempted to be a show about ideas. The people who know of it, but don’t know it, talk to me about the show like we’re investigative journalists; we are not. We don’t break stories, we break new ways of looking at stories. And that is especially true of the editorials—I always want them to introduce novel ways of thinking about something. These editorials do not aim to tell people what they want to hear, what they think they already know. They often start off getting people to say, “Yeah, you go, boy,” and halfway through have them saying, “Hey, wait a minute…” At least they do when I’ve done my job right. We are only Team Real on Real Time, not Team “This Party” or Team “This Philosophy.”

The twenty-first century in America has been a political nightmare because the partisan hate has reached a fever pitch. Yes, the two sides always opposed each other, but I remember the late twentieth century, and it wasn’t this bad. We had a lot of people yelling at each other on TV in the nineties (quite a bit of it on my old show), but at least we could stand to sit in the same room.

Now what we have are factions that only want to hear the bits that allow them to feel superior to the deplorable people on the other side. People not only don’t want to hear a countering view, they often want to make those offering it disappear—either actively, by canceling them, or passively, by ignoring them. I’m sure I’ve lost fans over the years for not toeing the line they wished I would toe; I do not miss them. This show is not for them. My show, and this book, is for those with an open mind and those who recognize that, especially now, there’s ample crazy on both sides.

I wish it were not so. Things were easier for me, and it was easier for people to understand me, during the Bush-Obama years. Before wokeness, at first a noble directive to remain alert to injustice, morphed into an ugly authoritarianism, and often in support of bad ideas.

One reason I did this book is because it’s almost impossible to understand where I’m coming from without it; it’s not like one of those books where you can get the gist in a few excerpts. I’m sure watching Real Time can sometimes make it appear to viewers that I’m all over the map politically, and there’s a reason for that—I’m serving many masters as the host of the show: on any one given night, depending on who I’m talking to—and sometimes debating with—one aspect of an issue can dominate the discussion and all the audience will hear is a sliver of what I’d like to say on that issue. I have to allow multiple guests to have their say, and also, in a freewheeling debate format, people just cut you off a lot before you can express the full scope of your take. Or we just run out of time and have to move on to the next topic—it is, after all, a show in which I’m trying to catch the audience up on what I think they should know about what happened in that week; that is Job One. So philosophical coherence can get lost in all that, and this book hopes to remedy that.

But the danger is not equal—I’ve tried to be clear that I don’t think it is. The things I never liked about Republicans, I still don’t like: they’re too religious; they’re fiscal hypocrites who hate when America spends money it doesn’t have, except when they’re in office, and then it’s always perfectly OK; they’re largely in denial about racism; and they’re insufficiently alarmed about the environment. We are losing an estimated 150 species a day, and I don’t think they care.

And then they got worse. They added to that shitty mixtape the embracing of a sociopath, Donald Trump, and being largely accepting of the idea that a right-wing coup is a legitimate response to losing a presidential election. They seem to have adopted that unholy paradox from the Vietnam War: they had to “destroy the village to save it.” They think what the Left is doing is so fundamentally wrong for the country that they are willing to jettison the essence of the country—democracy—to save it. And you just can’t have one party dominated by a policy of “Elections only count when we win them, because the other side is nuts.”

Even when the other side is nuts, it still must be handled within the democratic process. I understand the argument the Right is making: “Oh, we may be upending the norms of politics and government… perhaps we no longer understand what democracy is… but you on the left no longer understand what humans are… and you are upending even more fundamental norms, of life itself. For example, you don’t seem to know what a woman is, and we just can’t trust the country to people that divorced from reality.”

Yes, I get that argument. It’s why I say in one of the editorials: “Let’s get this straight: it’s not me who’s changed, it’s the Left, which is now made up of a small contingent who’ve gone mental and a large contingent who refuse to call them out for it. But I will.”

This is a crucial point: wokeism in its current form is not an extension of liberalism, it is more often its opposite; it is not mostly an expanding of traditional liberalism but an undoing of it.

Tim Scott, running in 2023 as a Black Republican, sounded more like Obama talking about race when he was president than Obama or any Democrat does today. Democrats changed that, not me. There are hundreds of colleges with Black-only dorms and graduation ceremonies, which doesn’t exactly seem to jibe with the spirit of diversity that I thought we thought was so important at college.

A common rebuttal to this from Democrats is, “Oh sure, there’s crazy stuff on the left, but it’s just a fringe, just a few crazies that don’t amount to anything significant.” I don’t know how to put this gently, so I’ll just say it: you’re wrong.

And this is the problem with being in tightly sealed information bubbles: they don’t show you anything that makes you aware of the stuff your side is doing that you actually might not like. Matt Taibbi put it well when he wrote, “Media firms work backward. They first ask ‘How does our target demographic want to understand what’s just unfolded?’ ” adding, “Media companies need to get out of the audience-stroking business.”

This is what I’m always trying to do: break through the bubbles. When people say to me, “You make fun of the Left more these days”… well, yes, they’re a lot funnier than they used to be, and I’m a comedian. But also: If I don’t, where else are liberals going to hear it?

Yale University has over 5,000 “administrators” (not professors), and Stanford in 2020 had 10,896 “managerial and professional staff” and 1,789 “administrative and technical staff.” Does that sound crazy to you? It sure does to me. That’s what’s going on at colleges these days, and it has fundamentally changed the nature of higher education. But are you going to hear about it on MSNBC? I doubt it.

There’s a children’s book called Every Body, which includes lines like “Before you were born, a group of white men started making up lots of ideas about bodies that weren’t true. They said that one kind of body was the best, and that being fat was bad and skinny was good. They were wrong, but lots of people listened to them.”

I’m sure there are people who applaud that, but to me, it showcases all that is wrong with the Left today: making everything racial, using children as frontline troops in culture wars and blithely denying patent realities: obesity is bad for your health.

The Los Angeles Times editorial page condemned a proposal to simply allow city authorities to prohibit homeless tents within five hundred feet of schools. (Not to be outdone, Oregon now fines you for the crime of asking the homeless to move off the street, possibly in front of where you’re trying to run a business.)

MrBeast is one of the biggest stars on YouTube, staging massive stunts that are often charitable giveaways that then pay for themselves when those stunts generate millions of views. In 2023 he did one entitled “Funded Cataract Surgery for 1000 People”—and for this he was the bad guy. A reporter for the Washington Post tweeted, “What needs curing is society’s view of disabled people,” that this was “systemic ableism” and that MrBeast “seems to regard disability as something that needs to be solved.”

The Atlantic ran a piece entitled “Separating Sports by Sex Doesn’t Make Sense,” which included lines such as “Maintaining the binary in youth sports reinforces the idea that boys are inherently bigger, faster and stronger than girls in a competitive setting.”

The Atlantic is not fringe. Neither is the Washington Post or the Los Angeles Times, so please stop pretending the reality-challenged are a meaningless few. That boys are inherently bigger, faster and stronger than girls is not an “idea”—it’s an obvious verity. The Atlantic author talks of “researchers”—I assume writing in the New England Journal of WTF?—who hypothesize that “the gap they did find between boys and girls was likely due to socialization, not biology.”

This is madness. Separate dorms for separate races? Keeping homeless people on the street? Keeping blind people blind, operating on children’s genitalia more wantonly than any other nation now does, cheating women athletes out of winning in their sport? This is your idea of compassion? This is what you think liberalism is?

Please. Seeing is better than not seeing. Separating sports by sex makes perfect, obvious sense. Obesity is not good. Don’t present me with a menu of delirium and then call me a “conservative” because I don’t want to jump on the Crazy Train with you.

I know that some people think it’s me, that I’ve “taken the red pill.” This was another reason I wanted to do this book: it forced me to read over all the editorials we’ve done from 2003 till the strike shut us down in 2023, and it was very instructive. I knew things had changed a lot in twenty years—but had I? That was my special focus in researching myself.

And plainly, in the first decade of the show, the amount of space given to bashing Republicans and what they were doing wrong greatly exceeded the critiques of the Left—but that’s because the Left wasn’t doing anything particularly nutty or obnoxious. Obama was a one-man scorched-earth policy for comedy—which was great for the country, he wasn’t a buffoon—but tough on comedians, especially any right-wing comedian trying to find the funny in Nancy Pelosi. Even if you disagreed with her policies, she’s smart and tough—that’s not funny. We had Sarah Palin, a comedy gold mine. It wasn’t a fair fight.

But things change. They’ve changed a lot in the era Real Time has been on. I remember doing jokes about how fragile millennials were in the Bush-Obama years and hearing guests on the show opine that the new generation coming up—Gen Z—was going to backlash all that. But it turned out, they didn’t backlash at all. They supercharged it and brought new levels of oversensitivity, victim culture and sheer nonsense that I refuse to pretend is an extension of liberalism.

The fact that someone could believe that the obvious physical differences between the sexes derive from socialization speaks of a fundamental problem we have today: parents raise their kids as peers, telling them they’re little geniuses, and then we all wind up pretending the predictable brain farts that would emerge from a child are actual debatable ideas. It reminds me of monarchical states where a five-year-old inherits the throne and then all the courtiers have to rationalize and carry out the whims of a toddler. Kind of like the Trump White House.

So if it seems like I don’t like either side… kinda. I like individuals, but I believe when historians look back on this period in American history, they will not divide us into the camps into which we currently divide ourselves.

They will see the same pathologies and unappealing traits on both sides—traits that simply manifest themselves differently. We don’t look back on the Romans or the Egyptians and talk about the subsects that brought down their reigns, even though surely they had their internal debates. Historians tend to talk about them as a people at a certain time in history and where their minds were collectively. I think they will write about us in the same way.

For example, I think future historians will characterize twenty-first-century Americans as anti-science. The denial about ecological collapse from the Right will strike them that way. But so will pregnant men and censoring the idea that Covid could have originated in a lab because that’s “racist.”

Both sides are smug. America is a very successful nation, and history shows that when a nation reaches an apex, there seems to be no way of preventing one deleterious side effect: it makes people act like spoiled, entitled assholes who forget what real hardship is and obsess about bullshit. Again, that manifests on both sides, just differently.

Large numbers on both sides will believe anything you send them in an email that denigrates the “other” side or supports their own. Both sides like to cancel people they don’t agree with. Both sides are completely fact-free on a host of issues that they nevertheless speak about with great confidence. Although, importantly, with more dire consequences from those on the Right.

Yes, important point: the consequences of the Right’s intellectual degeneration are worse both in the short term (we could lose America being run “the old way”—you know, with elections and the rule of law and stuff) and in the long term (we reach a tipping point from the environmental destruction, like if we kill all the bees). So there’s that.

In 1994 I wrote a piece for Playboy magazine called “The Reluctant Conservative,” which included this: “I’m more conservative than I ever thought I would be, but when I am I try to own up to the fact that it comes from cynicism about how effective government can really be. It comes from lost idealism, from my brain winning and my heart losing. I go with it when it would be stupid not to, but it’s nothing to crow about. It should not be forgotten that being liberal is what a nation should aspire to, just as it is what a person should aspire to. Liberal means open-minded, willing to try new things, eager to get to the next place.”

That’s from thirty years ago, and I feel fundamentally the same. So I don’t take very seriously this idea that I took some red pill. For five years, every Democrat I had on Real Time laughed at my “alarmism” when I said Trump would never concede losing an election but we saw how that turned out.

I’ve always tried to look at every issue, every candidate, every election, anew and dispassionately—it was simply my honest judgment that every Democrat for president was more sane, compassionate and practical than the Republican. I still think Al Gore and John Kerry would have been better than George W. Bush, that Obama was better than McCain or Romney would have been, and that Hillary would have been better, and Biden is better, than Trump.

But the Democrats are without a doubt a nuttier mess than they have ever been before. Here’s Obama in 2018 talking about the excesses of his own side: “The average American doesn’t think that we have to completely tear down the system and remake it. There are a lot of persuadable voters and… a lot of Democrats… who just want to see things make sense. They just don’t want to see crazy stuff.”

Ah, yes, the “crazy stuff” doctrine. And how to implement it in an age where the other side is even more dangerous. That’s the challenge we find before ourselves as a nation, and the challenge I personally find in going out there every week without the protection of a “team.” But the audience has been incredibly loyal, and for that I am eternally grateful. We have a great mutual trust built on love of honesty, not on “You can count on me to sing your tune.”

Here’s a snippet from the editorial I did on the occasion of turning sixty:

My relationship with the audience is the relationship of my life. Kids? I don’t have time for kids, I’ve got to rewrite this editorial. It’s always been where I put my energy. It’s what I love most. That’s my truth; that’s the way I was born; that’s what my body is telling me to do, and always has. It’s why I’ve always treated the audience like they’re my friend—and I mean a real friend. I trust them enough to say things they may not want to hear. We don’t agree on everything, and we don’t have to, because friends don’t leave each other over that. We even fight sometimes, because honesty is love, and friends don’t bullshit each other.

I know, you get that already. Or else you wouldn’t be reading this.






1 PARTIES



UNQUALIFIED SUCCESS

Name almost any job: dental hygienist, rodeo clown, dog walker, mall Santa, chicken-sexer—they all demand some kind of definable skill set. The one exception is member of Congress.

You can be in jail and get this job. You can be deranged and get this job. If you have a heart attack, they just let your wife start doing it. All you need is a smile and a flag pin. I’d say all you need is a pulse, but dead people have been elected to Congress; much more is required of an immigrant taking the citizenship test. In forty-eight states you can’t vote if you’re in prison, but in every state, you can run for Congress from prison.

Unremarkable people can get a remarkable life in Congress, and that’s what keeps the average backbencher sticking with party-dictated bullshit. It guarantees them something that’s bigger than faith, family, country or objective reality: they get to keep the best job they could ever get with absolutely nothing to recommend their lazy, ignorant ass for it.

College degree? You don’t even need a high school degree. Lauren Boebert didn’t get one, and she sits on the Budget Committee. If she wasn’t in Congress, she could probably get a shift at a truck stop, dusting the jerky.

But then she wouldn’t have two paid-for offices, one in DC, one in her district. She wouldn’t have a staff that answers the phone for her and kisses her ass all day. No one would put her on TV and ask her opinions. She couldn’t go on exotic paid-for trips—I mean, fact-finding missions.

If you want to know what is so great that it can make someone say anything they’re told to say, it’s this: the title, the office, the staff, the attention, the good table at the restaurant. “Congressperson” is literally the only job in the world you can get with so much prestige and so many perks while being a complete doofus with absolutely no skills, knowledge or qualifications.

Mike Johnson, I guess, could mop up puke at the Sonic, but it would take him all day. But in Congress, puke-mopper Mike Johnson is a big deal. A man of respect. When he walks in and asks for the best table, they know what to say: “Sir, this is PetSmart, the Cheesecake Factory is next door.”

A job in Congress is just so much better than racking the weights at CrossFit, which is what Marjorie Taylor Greene did before she set her crazy eyes on the prize. And once you’ve got the gig, it’s yours for life. The reelection rate in the House for incumbents in 2022 was 95 percent—that’s better job security than a pedophile priest has.

In 2022, a video went viral of a Walmart employee quitting her job very publicly. She got on the PA and let it all out: “Fuck this company, fuck this position, and fuck that big lazy bitch Chris Price, I fucking quit!” Texas representative Chip Roy also once told Congress to take his job and shove it. He said: “This institution is a sham. And we should adjourn and shut this place down.”

But Chip Roy will never quit. Because there are no other jobs where a moron gets paid to ride around in a limo. Chip gets paid a hundred and seventy-five grand a year, free medical, a great pension, with half the year off, plus a million-and-a-half-dollars-a-year “allowance” for decorating the office, or, um, “sundries.” Oh, also: Lobbyists blow him. And he gets to be on TV for doing nothing, which as we all know, is the American dream.

And by “doing nothing,” I mean literally. Once you get elected, you don’t have to actually do anything. There’s no year-end performance review. Nobody calls you into an office and says, “I don’t think this is working out.” You have, essentially, no boss.

Well, except for the voters. That’s the one thing you must do to keep all these perks coming: if your district is full of people who think the election was rigged, or vaccines have microchips in them, or men can have babies, you have to agree, and then repeat it in Congress. And they do.

Nancy Mace is a House member from South Carolina, the first woman to graduate from the Citadel. After January 6, she was outraged and stood up to her party, giving a dozen interviews in a single day condemning Trump. Soon after, she wouldn’t even talk about it. Then she voted to oust Liz Cheney for making the exact same case she herself had made.

A lot of people in America think she’s a patriot, but she looks to me like a supplicant for the corner office. She supported an insurrection for the “likes.”




OWNING THE FIBS

George Santos is the somehow-elected Republican House member from Long Island who represents a growing segment of American society: liars.

Now, if you’re sort of hazy on the details of Santos’s life, don’t worry, so’s he. When they film his biography, it’ll start with “Based on a false story.” He lied about his schooling, his career, his sexuality, his charity work—what kind of family raises a person like this? We don’t know because he lied about them too. He lies like a goose shits—if he’s not doing it that very moment, he’s about to.

Santos said he attended the prestigious Horace Mann prep school; they have no record of him. Nor does NYU, where he said he got an MBA, or Baruch College, where he falsely claimed to have graduated in the top 1 percent of his class and starred on the volleyball team. I’d say you can’t make this shit up, but he just made this shit up.

And it raises a lot of questions, starting with: If you’re going to lie, why volleyball? He also claimed he ran an animal charity that neutered three thousand stray cats. He didn’t, but again, what a strange thing to brag about.

OK, so it’s easy to make fun of George Santos, but we shouldn’t be missing the bigger picture with him—because this man has pioneered something completely new in American politics. Of course, we’ve seen liars before, but it was always about tacking from the fringes to the center of your own party—what Mitt Romney called “shaking the Etch A Sketch.” Santos, however, is the first to realize that since we are all in our hermetically sealed media bubbles now, you can pretend to be everything to voters in both parties, and no one on either side will notice.

Some of Santos’s lies appeal to far-right Republicans, like being all in on Trump’s election denying. Or making the white power sign in the halls of Congress. Or claiming he was a Wall Street wunderkind who made millions working at Goldman Sachs, which, of course, he didn’t, or that he was a luxury yacht broker, which, of course, he wasn’t.

But Santos’s district is not a Republican district: Biden won it by eight points. So how did a Trump-loving, election-denying white nationalist get elected in a Democrat-leaning district? Simple—he told them what they wanted to hear too.

Liberals love identity politics and victimhood, so George said he had a brain tumor. He also said he was one of the first New Yorkers hospitalized for Covid. He said he lost four coworkers in the famous Pulse nightclub shooting in 2016.

George has said he’s from Brazil, which is overwhelmingly Catholic, but when he ran in New York he said he was Jewish and that his grandparents fled Ukraine to escape the Nazis. That’s right, his Jewish Ukrainian forefathers escaped the Holocaust by being born Catholic in Brazil. His immigration policy is “We must stop people like me from getting into this country.”

Also, he claims to be half Black, although I doubt it’s the half that wears a blazer with a fleece vest. Oh—and he’s gay. Or at least he is since he divorced the woman he was married to up until two weeks before the campaign started.

Yes, George knows where the sweet spots are with Democrats too. He once said, “I’m very much gay.” What does that mean, “very much gay”? You have a blue checkmark on Grindr?

For Republicans, George bragged that he “personally attended the insurrection” on January 6 and tweeted hashtags like #DemsAreDestroyingAmerica. But that obviously didn’t matter to plenty of Democrats in his district. What mattered is that he’s a brave, sad, proudly gay, half-Black, Latino Holocaust victim. With a brain tumor. Vote for him? I’m surprised they didn’t have him host the Oscars.

Everybody keeps asking, “How could a guy like this happen?” I’ll tell you how: because no one cares anymore about substance. It’s all tribalism. The only thing that matters is “Is he on our team?” “Is he doing our schtick?” Santos is just the first one to realize you could do both sides’ schtick and get away with it because people have completely tuned out anything that doesn’t already fit their narrative. Republicans love a winner, and Democrats love someone whose life story makes you want to kill yourself.




WORLD WAR ME

America in our current age suffers acutely from a particular disease of the mind, which is: everything proves what we already believed, and everything goes back to the thing we already hate. All issues today, from pandemic to war, become a stress test for our reflexive partisanship: Can you take a vastly complex situation that is 100 percent not about your thing and somehow still make it about your thing? And our answer is: watch me.

Americans will put anything new in our mouths and nothing new in our heads. So naturally Republicans blamed Putin’s invasion of Ukraine on Biden being the worst president ever, and Democrats blamed it on Trump’s being the worst president ever. Which he was; there is that.

But I’m not sure I can follow Biden’s logic all the way when he dragged January 6 into this by saying, “Look, how would you feel if you saw crowds storm and break down the doors of the British Parliament, kill five cops, injure a hundred and forty-five? Or the German Bundestag? Or the Italian parliament? I think you’d wonder.”

OK, but if Putin thought Trump was really that supportive of him, why didn’t he invade when Trump was in office? It’s at least worth asking that question if you’re not locked into one intransigent thought.

Nikole Hannah-Jones is the curator of the 1619 Project, which posits racism as the deciding factor in pretty much every single issue in America—or, apparently, anywhere. She said, “We should care about Ukraine. But not because the people appear white… all people deserve to be free and to be welcomed when their countries are at war.”

Of course. Agreed. And the people there don’t appear white—they are. Maybe it should be a reminder that when two of the whitest people in the world fight each other, racism is bad, but other things are bad too. It’s not like an avocado, you don’t have to put it in everything.

Republican presidential hopeful Nikki Haley knows why the mess in Ukraine happened: “The reason Ukraine is in this situation… is the United States has been completely and totally distracted… We have to stop this national self-loathing that’s happening in our country.” Of course! Self-loathing! I hate myself for not thinking of that!

Can you guess what Pat Robertson thought was behind the war in Ukraine? I’ll give you a hint: in 1980, 1990, 2006 and 2020, Pat predicted the end of the world due to some troubling story in the news. So it wasn’t out of character for Pat to say, practically with his dying breath, that Putin “went into the Ukraine, but that wasn’t his goal. His goal was to move against Israel.”

Because that’s where the Bible says the world will end—in Israel. It’s where Pat’s flight to Jesusville departed from. By way of Ukraine. Who’s booking this trip, Delta?

And then it gets really strange: QAnon John says, “I don’t see this ‘invasion’ of Ukraine as a ‘bad’ thing. I see it as a clearing out of a very corrupt center of operations for the Cabal.” Ah yes, the Cabal, that’s the pedophile ring of elitist baby-eaters that QAnon believes is the real problem in the world, and naturally when war breaks out, it’s really about that.

No wonder the government puts chips in the vaccine to track you people.

Vanity Fair wants you to know that “the fight for Ukraine is also a fight for LGBTQ rights,” and conversely Colonel Mitchell Swan, a Republican who ran for Congress in Georgia, said, “Allowing transgender individuals to serve sends a message to our adversaries that we are more focused on social experimentation than on the defense of our nation.”

I see. Transgender, that’s the key to the Ukrainian situation. Yeah, Putin was on the fence about invading, and then one night he was watching a M*A*S*H rerun and saw Corporal Klinger in a dress and said, “Send in the tanks!”

Fox News’s Monica Crowley’s obsession has always been cancel culture, and so naturally she said, “Between the fierce Ukrainian resistance and the sanctions… Russia is being canceled.” Wait, the Ukrainians shouldn’t resist an invasion because that makes them part of cancel culture? But isn’t their country what’s getting canceled?

Justin Bieber once visited Anne Frank’s attic in Amsterdam and wrote in the guest book: “Anne was a great girl. Hopefully she would have been a Belieber.” That’s what all these people sound like. Don’t take this personally, but don’t take everything personally. Ukraine is not mostly about your pet grievances—it’s about Vladimir Putin’s.

And Putin is bad—very, very bad. He pushes people out of windows and cheats at hockey. But he’s still better than the guy who brings every conversation back to Bitcoin. My pet cause is PETA, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, but I don’t think Ukraine got invaded because we haven’t neutered enough cats.

And I guarantee you that right now, somewhere, some guy who can’t get it up is telling a girl, “This never happened before Ukraine.”




PRUDE AWAKENING

In 2021, CNN described a night out with Republican congressman Matt Gaetz this way: “The partygoers, at times dressed in formal wear from a political event they’d just left, mingled and shared drugs like cocaine and ecstasy. Some had sex.”

Wait a minute: Wild hotel-suite parties—shouldn’t that be a Democratic thing? Shouldn’t Democrats be the party of free love and fun and forgetting where you parked your car? Republicans can’t be the “conservative,” stick-up-your-ass party and then take our drugs and fuck our women. JFK used to have nude pool parties in the White House. Now the politician who comes closest to carrying on that legacy is Matt Gaetz?

Republicans can’t spend decades chastising liberals for being too permissive about sex and drugs and then be completely silent about their recent embrace of both.

And Gaetz isn’t the only one: former Republican House speaker John Boehner now sells pot for a living—my old job. Marjorie Taylor Greene was reportedly into “polyamorous tantric-sex,” and Ashli Babbitt, the MAGA warrior who died storming the Capitol, turns out to have been in a throuple with her husband and another woman. And don’t get me started on Trump.

Even their spiritual advisers are freaks. Jerry Falwell Jr. apparently likes to relax after a hard day at Bible college by watching the pool boy do the missus. I know Republicans are lazy and they love outsourcing, but come on. This is a long way from when his father made it a national issue that one of the Teletubbies was purple = gay, duh.

What happened? Republicans always sounded like Grover Norquist when he said of a Kansas congressman caught in a strip club: “Because Politico did an exposé on his lap dance with a naked lady in a strip club, he’s not the kind of person you can ask your sister to vote for anymore.”

That’s the Republican Party I know! So uptight they could grind diamonds in their ass. While liberals used their asses the way God intended: to smuggle drugs.

You could always count on Republicans to be the fuddy-duddies, the wet blankets, the bores. The “Moral Majority.” Nixon started the war on drugs, and Nancy Reagan never stopped spitting her stupid catchphrase “Just Say No” about it. Her husband had a commission to root out pornography. If it was fun, Republicans were against it.

They got apoplectic over Clinton getting a blow job. They invented abstinence-only education. Mitt Romney has never seen himself naked. John Ashcroft once covered the tits on a statue. Rick Santorum wears a sweater vest.

Newt Gingrich once said Democrats were “the party of total hedonism, total exhibitionism, total bizarreness, total weirdness.” Well, on a good night, yes. And frankly, Newt, knowing that you believe what I did on an average Friday night was morally reprehensible just made it all the more fun.

I don’t want to live in a world where liberals are the uptight ones and conservatives do drugs and get laid. Once upon a time, the Right were the ones offended by everything. They were the party of speech codes and blacklists and moral panics and demanding some TV show had to go.

And now that’s liberals? Yes, it is. We’re the fun suckers now, sucking the fun out of everything: Halloween, the Oscars, childhood, Twitter, comedy. It’s like woke kids on campus decided to be all the worst parts of a Southern Baptist, and that’s wrong. Because it’s cultural appropriation.

If Democrats had always policed morality as hard as they do now, they’d be down a lot of heroes: no FDR, no JFK or RFK, no LBJ, no Clinton, no Martin Luther King Jr. Democrats are now the party that can’t tell the difference between Anthony Weiner and Al Franken.

Or Katie Hill, an up-and-coming Democratic congresswoman from California who had to resign because, like Ashli Babbitt, she was found to be in a throuple. And pictured holding a bong, which was too much for our new puritanical Democratic Party. Quite the opposite, a woman in a throuple holding a bong should be the Democrats’ logo: You’re the throuple people, the bong people, the tantric sex gurus—not Matt Gaetz! You did fucking in the mud and bra burning and “turn on, tune in and drop out” before it was cool, and they’re the party that won’t bake wedding cakes for gay people. It’s time to switch back.

Because frankly, you’re not good at being us, and being you sucks.




PUNCH-DRUNK GOV

When someday soon an actual brawl breaks out on the floor of Congress, don’t say I didn’t tell you it was coming. And oh yes, it’s coming—the kind of thing we’ve seen many times from all over the world. It could be its own show called Parliament Fights, where a perfectly normal debate in some country’s legislative house devolves into an actual brawl.

When Americans see bad things happen overseas we always think, “It will never happen here.” We thought that about terrorism, and mask-wearing, and being one of those countries where people shit in the street.

And when we saw brawling in the very places where people are supposed to come together to work out their differences politely, we said, “Ha ha, foreigners are funny! Countries where democracy is barely a thing and men have too much hair on their knuckles—that will never be us!”

Oh, it be us. It be us real soon.

A recent study examined 365 incidents of physical fights in parliaments across the globe between 1990 and 2018 and discovered the key to where the fighting takes place. Here’s who doesn’t have parliament fights: countries with authoritarian rulers. Because they just wouldn’t allow it. And also, because they’re too busy clapping for the dictator.

And the other kind of country that doesn’t throw punches? Real democracies—like we used to be. The places where fights break out are the countries that aren’t sure which one they are. That’s where we’re heading.

And while I believe that, as citizens, we need to find a way to love and respect each other again, for Congress it’s possible that bus has sailed. Which is why I’d like to suggest that our political leaders learn a lesson from the people who work in one of America’s most successful industries—show business—and understand something very fundamental: you can get great things done and still hate each other’s fucking guts.

I say this because it would be easier to name great movies where the principals didn’t hate each other. The editor of Mad Max: Fury Road said Charlize Theron and Tom Hardy “didn’t want to touch each other, they didn’t want to look at each other, they wouldn’t face each other if the camera wasn’t actively rolling.” But the movie works!

Director Roman Polanski hated his leading lady Faye Dunaway so much he refused to give her a bathroom break, so she pissed in a cup and threw it in his face. The movie they made together? Chinatown. Which ironically is about hoarding water.

At the end of An Officer and a Gentleman, Richard Gere whisks Debra Winger away, but when the cameras stopped, he couldn’t wait to drop her. And on Terms of Endearment, Winger hated Shirley MacLaine so much she farted in her face.

Eddie Murphy and John Landis stuck it out on Coming to America, but when it was over Eddie said that Vic Morrow, who had been decapitated in a stunt gone wrong on a previous Landis movie, had “a better chance of working with Landis [again] than” he did.

Actors have many times hated each other so much they refused to be on the set together at the same time, even in a scene they were both in.

America loves Bill Murray. But you know who doesn’t? Everyone who’s ever worked with him. Well, everyone who’s ever worked with Ted Cruz hates him—why can’t this work for government? The list of people who sucked it up and said “I know we hate each other, but we’ve got a movie to make” is long and impressive.

And it’s not just movies: your favorite TV stars hate each other too! On Star Trek, Captain Kirk feuded constantly with Mr. Spock, and he’s still feuding with Mr. Sulu. And it’s no secret there was no love lost between Kim Cattrall and the other ladies on Sex and the City, and yet they just found a way to work together again on a show about how men are always the problem.

Government needs to learn how to do the same thing. Yes, here in terrible, horrible, immoral show business, we hate each other, and yet we still do our jobs: turning your children communist and gay.




DON’T TREAD ON FREE

Many years ago, on a television network far, far away, I expressed support for libertarianism, because back then it meant that I didn’t want big government in my bedroom or my medicine chest, and especially not in the second drawer of the nightstand on the left side of my bed. And I still believe that.

But somewhere along the way libertarianism morphed into this creepy obsession with free-market capitalism based on Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged, a novel that’s never been read all the way through by anyone with a girlfriend.

Paul Ryan once said Ayn Rand taught him “what [his] value systems are.” And I believe him, because her book has a strange appeal to people who are kind of smart but not really. She wrote things like “Money is the barometer of a society’s virtue” and “The question isn’t who is going to let me; it’s who is going to stop me”—which sounds like something a Batman villain says. It’s all stuff that seems very deep when you’re nineteen years old, about how government is a dirty trick played by the weak on the strong. And I can see how if you’re a privileged college kid, you read it and think, “Yeah, that’s right—I don’t need anything! So shut up, Dad, and pay my tuition.”

And then one day you graduate and pack up your things and realize that your copy of Atlas Shrugged belongs in the same milk crate as your beer helmet and the T-shirt that looks like a tuxedo.

Which is not to say that there aren’t a lot of people freeloading off the government, or that there aren’t libertarian notions that I applaud, like reinstating Fourth Amendment protections against search and seizure, and shutting down the American empire—but libertarians have to stop ruining libertarianism, or at least do a better job of explaining the difference between today’s libertarian and just being a selfish prick.

Like, when you see a stoplight your reaction should be “Great. An easy way to ensure we don’t all crash into each other,” not “How dare the government tell me when I can and cannot go!”

“Seat belts? I refuse to live in a nanny state—I’m an individual, and I want to soar, free as an eagle, right through the windshield.”

Same thing with meat inspectors—who needs ’em? “People can sniff their own meat! And if a few die, the word will get around town: ‘Don’t order the T-bone at the Ponderosa,’ and then the Ponderosa closes—problem solved, thanks to the free market!”

Too many of today’s libertarians don’t believe the government should be regulating banks, or guns, or civil rights, or even helping out after natural disasters. And they’re aggressively hostile to environmental protection. But I like air. And water. I’m practically addicted. Libertarians also hate Medicare and Social Security—and there are problems with those programs. But it beats stepping over lepers and watching human skeletons shit in the river, and I also like not seeing things like that. I guess I’m just selfish that way.

What I’d really like to see is libertarianism restored to its proper place in the political firmament—because Americans retain a strong libertarian streak, and I think that’s a good thing. Hollywood made a movie a few years ago about the evils of violence in football called Concussion, and it tanked, probably because when it comes to football, our view is: let’s enjoy this national pastime instead of indulging in that other national pastime, which is telling strangers how to live their lives.

Football is a body-crushing, brain-wrecking game—but we all know that now, so either ban it or shut up about it. And I say that as someone who is not callous to the suffering: when I see a receiver go over the middle and get hammered, I always think two things: one, “I hope that didn’t cause permanent damage,” and two, “Did he get enough for the first down? Because we needed that play… Oh, he didn’t even hold on? Jesus Christ, what are we paying you for??”

I would feel bad about the violence in football if the reason I watched the game was specifically to see injuries—you know, like NASCAR. But that’s not the reason. I watch football because it’s a great game, and an unfortunate side effect is young men smashing into each other like demolition derby cars full of meat. And loving it. Yes, they do seem to be loving it. This is a sport where the players love celebrating so much they have rules about penalizing that.

Paul Walker died joyriding. I don’t get car love; I don’t think driving is like sex—I think it’s like commuting. But that’s me. He was doing what he loved.

Some people smoke cigarettes, some ski too fast, some date Chris Brown. Americans spend a lot of their time working on relationships—unfortunately, they’re other people’s. If Rihanna wanted to get back with Chris Brown or Hillary wants to stay with Bill, that’s their call, not yours. You don’t get to stop strangers from doing what, or who, they love, even if it’s not what, or who, you would do.

Just days after David Bowie’s death, someone dug up an old interview with a retired groupie named Lori Mattix where she revealed that she’d lost her virginity to Bowie when she was fifteen, in a hotel suite, on hash and champagne, which in 1972 was considered part of a complete breakfast.

To hear Lori tell it, she was a more-than-willing partner, and he was a gentle and knowing lover. And he was wearing a kimono. And he was David fucking Bowie. Which is not a bad way to lose your virginity considering most deflowerings involve Michelob, a van and crying. If there’s a victim here, it’s the poor guy who had to fuck Lori Mattix next: How do you follow David Bowie in a kimono? Talk about “pressure, pushing down on me…”

But according to the Internet’s social justice warriors, this was horrible and Lori would be better off today if she’d lost her virginity to a loser named Dan from Algebra II class. Sure, Lori says she loved it, and still loves it, and has never regretted it for a second. But she’s wrong, because she only asked herself; she should be asking a blogger or a women’s collective in Winnipeg, because they know better than Lori how Lori should feel.

I thought we’d all come to accept this mantra, “Live in the moment.” I guess not. Sometimes, when you’re young and in the moment, the moment includes recklessness. Who can say that when they were young and felt invincible they didn’t do stuff that compromised their health later on? I certainly did. And I pity the fool in 1983 who would have tried to take the Jack Daniel’s out of my hand.




INTENTIONAL POUNDING

One more thing about football…

In January of 2023, an event happened on the football field in Cincinnati that seemed to capture everything that’s wrong with our national psyche, and a few things that are right. It was a highly consequential meeting between two playoff-bound teams, the Bengals and the Bills, and the outcome would determine each team’s standing going into the playoffs. For the players who worked so hard and sacrificed so much to get there, this game had to be played.

But it wasn’t. Because early in the game on a kickoff play, defensive back Damar Hamlin collapsed after a routine tackle. Paramedics rushed the field, and then an ambulance came, and everyone held their breath: this was no ordinary injury, and he could have died. What’s good about what happened here is: he got the best, quickest medical care possible, and it saved his life; everyone agreed his life was the priority, not the game; and players didn’t feel the need to be so macho they completely brushed it off.

Here’s what’s bad:


	
GROUPTHINK. Players get hurt all the time in football, even carted off the field. So when it happened, the announcers, the fans, the NFL brass, all seemed to be leaning toward continuing play—the players went back to the locker rooms to get their heads straight, but it seemed too important a game to just toss aside. And what about the fans? The ones who bleed for their teams all season long, and who suffered through years of losing, and who count on the football season for passion and relief in lives that are often lacking in both—the ones watching on TV, and the ones who made all those plans you have to make to get out to the stadium. It seemed cruel and unnecessary to just send them home with just the ticket stub.
But about a half hour in, after a couple of camera shots of players on the sideline crying, the game was canceled, and in minutes it went from debatable to unthinkable that this game could be played. The next day, sports analyst Skip Bayless said he thought maybe it should have been played and he was practically canceled for just entertaining the idea. Because this is a nation of sheep.



	
STUPID LOGIC. Everyone on TV kept saying the same thing: “The game is not important—Damar Hamlin’s life is important.” Absolutely. Of course. And it’s great it had a happy ending. But what the fuck does that have to do with playing the rest of the game after he was already in the hospital?
If you just heard the commentary, you would have thought we were asking him to suit up again and go back in the game. The inability to do two things at once—to recognize his life is more important than the game and that playing the game doesn’t “dishonor” him, is depressing. Playing the rest of the game would have had zero effect on the thing we were all saying was most important—his life. The doctors in the emergency room weren’t distracted because they were watching the game out of the corners of their eyes while they worked. Everyone talked about it like it was a zero-sum situation where playing the game would somehow take away from his care or in some way make us think his life wasn’t more important than football.

You know who got this? Damar Hamlin. The first thing he wrote when he woke up was not “How am I?” or “Am I going to be OK?” It was “Did we win?” No, Damar, your team didn’t win, because they didn’t play, because you live in Stupidland.



	
OVERREACTION. The only appropriate reaction in America is overreaction. I thought football was played no matter what, come rain or snow or whatever. It’s a violent sport, we’ve established that, but it’s also still voluntary—players are injured in every single game, and the announcers say, “We’ll step away,” which means we go to a commercial for Nationwide insurance while they scrape the body parts off the field, and we all hope—or, if it’s your thing, pray—they’ll be OK. And the fact that on this night the player in question turned out to be OK made it all the more ridiculous that everyone acted like the World Trade Center got hit again.

	
HYPOCRISY. This was a freak accident that did not have much to do with football—obviously if you collapse from a heart issue after a routine play, something else is going on with your health. But what is routine is players retiring with chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) and then often not being able to function in life; some have even killed themselves because of it. Happily, Damar now seems fine. Unless he plays again and gets hit in the head so many times during his career that later in life he has CTE and finds life unbearable because of it. If they really cared about people getting grievously injured, they wouldn’t have canceled the game—they would cancel the sport. But again, they shouldn’t, because we all should be able to make those choices in life. Life is about trade-offs, and they should always be ours to make.

	
WEAKNESS. There’s no crying in football.










2 KNOWLEDGE



COMFORTABLY DUMB

Some years ago I was on CNN and said I didn’t think Sarah Palin would ever be president, but I “wouldn’t put anything past this stupid country.” We went to a break, and when we came back Wolf Blitzer said, “People are already complaining that you’re calling the United States a stupid country, giving you a chance to clarify.” To which I said, “I don’t need to clarify. It is.”

I used to say our elections went on far too long, but you know what? No. Americans are dumb; they need the extra time. I used to think we should do it like the British, where an election takes five weeks, or France, where the official length of the campaign is two weeks. I’ve been to France; it takes that long to get a waiter to notice you. And these are people who will spend three days shopping for a cheese that goes with pears. Their idea of fast food is a snail. When they cooked Joan of Arc, she was still pink in the middle.

But we’re not them. Americans are far too dim and distracted to responsibly make a choice in just weeks or even months. Americans actually think it’s a brag to say that they’re cynical about politics and therefore they don’t follow it. Don’t flatter yourself. Cynical comes when you know too much; you, on the other hand, haven’t bothered to learn anything.

And it’s odd, because Americans are capable of learning. Noam Chomsky once observed of listening to a sports call-in show, “It’s plain that quite a high degree of thought and analysis is going into that. People… know all sorts of complicated details… on the other hand, when I hear people talk about, say, international affairs or domestic problems, it’s at a level of superficiality that’s beyond belief.”

Which I found quite amazing. Noam Chomsky listens to sports call-in shows?

But his point is valid. We’re not clueless, we just apply our brainpower to bullshit. Before people go out for a taco, they’ll spend an hour on Yelp researching to find the most authentic one. All for something that’ll be out of your body in fifteen minutes. They’ll use six different websites to get a plane ticket for a weekend trip, but they don’t care who runs the world for four years.

And for a people who are so amazingly unaware of so much of what’s important, there’s nothing this country loves to do more than “raise awareness.” I think it’s time to raise awareness that, when it comes to raising awareness, we raise too much of it, and it’s making us crazy, anxious and depressed.

We’re so aware 24/7 of every bad thing that could possibly happen that we’ve completely run out of colors. Purple is now the color for Alzheimer’s, lupus, epilepsy, fibromyalgia and the opioid crisis. I used to like that color—now it scares the shit out of me.

Everything you can buy now comes in a pink version to raise awareness of breast cancer, including a pink drill bit for fracking, which is probably giving us cancer. Staples sells pink breast-cancer-awareness pens, paper clips, scissors—even a pink stapler shaped like a ribbon. Walking the aisles there is like a visit to the Cancer Museum. Am I a terrible person because I’d like to buy office supplies without needing a drink afterward?

And football players with pink shoes? Let me go on record and say I am against breast cancer. But I’m trying to escape for a few hours—can I just watch the game without thinking about cancer? We’ve all heard about it. It’s like raising awareness for death.

“Hey, what’s that black ribbon for?”

“Death.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s when you’re not alive anymore—would you like to know more?”

Did you know that the month of March contains World Glaucoma Week, National Poison Prevention Week, International HPV Awareness Day and World Down Syndrome Day? And that March is also National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month, Brain Injury Awareness Month, Bleeding Disorders Awareness Month, and National Deep-Vein Thrombosis Awareness Month? That’s March for you, it comes in like a brain injury and goes out like deep-vein thrombosis.

The month of May brings us Salt Awareness Week—a whole week to be aware of salt. I thought we were. Is there someone out there thinking, “Why do restaurants always put the cocaine right next to the pepper?”

Budweiser pulled their ads from 2021’s Super Bowl and donated the money to raise awareness about Covid, which by then I was pretty aware of. Hey, Budweiser, you weren’t put on Earth to raise my awareness—you were put on Earth to lower it.

Humans need to zone out sometimes. That’s why marijuana is so popular. And meditating. It’s not a “privilege” to take a break from everyone else’s problems—it’s an imperative. Not every ad on TV needs to chastise me for not doing enough because I’m sitting around watching TV. I can’t even watch The Price Is Right without thinking about cutting my dog’s balls off.

Crew members on the major airlines now wear Black Lives Matter pins during the flight. But you can support a movement without being constantly reminded of it. Can I just get a rum and Coke and hold the white guilt trip until we land? Must we use every available platform as an issue billboard—clothing, commercials, social media, sporting events, award shows… milk?

I feel like this whole goddamn thing started with milk. Someone in the eighties looked at a milk carton and said, “What a waste—not using milk as a vehicle for missing children to plead with you to put down the shredded wheat and get out there and crack my cold case!”

But I’m not a PI. And I don’t have a lab where I can cure cancer. Must we be sad about everything all the time, most of which we can’t do anything about? The ribbons, the flags, the ads, the hashtags—it’s like that person on the plane in the next seat who won’t take a hint that you don’t want to talk.




BY THE TIME I GET TO PHONICS

As I’ve traveled this country on weekends doing stand-up, during election years I see the political ads that are running in the local TV markets, and I think, “How can this possibly work on people?”

Political campaigns used to turn out two kinds of ads: the positive, or what I like to call “the Village People ad,” where you’re seen with a cop, a construction worker, a military guy and a minority; and the negative, the ones that look like they were shot by Navy SEALs wearing night-vision goggles, where you make your opponent look like someone who killed their spouse on an episode of Dateline.

When candidates in political ads say, “I approve this message,” they should have to add at the end, “You dumb fucks.”

“I’m Brad Turnbull and I approve this message… you dumb fucks.” “Vote for me, because I’m meeting with firemen!” “I’m meeting with teachers!” “I’m meeting with cops,” “I’m talking to kids,” “I’m talking to Black kids,” “I’m wearing a hard hat and looking concerned,” “I’m pointing to the border wall with my thumb!”

Come on, that’s my thumb, you must know I got this!

After all, didn’t you hear me say I’m “strong on values” and “good for jobs”? That I’m “fighting for you” and “on your side” and am going to “get things done” and “shake things up”? And that I have a plan—details to follow—to “clean things up”? My God, my sleeves are rolled up, what more evidence do you need that I’m a good guy?

Unlike my opponent, who’s always cackling maniacally. And who “lives in Washington.” Good guys live in America, which is great and pure; bad guys live in Washington—gross—and are “career politicians.”

There’s a phenomenon psychologists call the Dunning-Kruger effect: the tendency of ignorant people to think they’re much smarter than they are. Usually it’s harmless and just leads to rock bands making concept albums about robots. But it gets scary when it leads to a president who says, “I like [reading] as little as possible. I don’t need, you know, two-hundred-page reports on something that can be handled on a page.”

That was Donald Trump who said that, but it could have been Reagan. Or George W. Bush. The anti-intellectual trend has only grown over the years in the Republican Party. Trump seemed to be actually proud that he made decisions as president without learning anything. Which made him the perfect president for a nation perpetually looking at its phone.

Illiteracy wasn’t Trump’s shame, it was his bond with us; a subliterate president for a subliterate country. A country where a majority of adults get their news from Facebook, and 46 percent of teenagers are “almost constantly” online. Mostly with Andrew Tate.

Before we tackle any of our daunting specific problems here in America, we have to figure out how a country can solve any problem if so many of its people are so intractably, astoundingly, mind-numbingly stupid. And I’m not saying that as hyperbole or just out of frustration. I mean this country just might be empirically, verifiably too fucking dumb to continue as an ongoing enterprise.

Jay Leno used to do a classic bit called “Jaywalking” where he asked ordinary citizens the kind of questions we used to consider common knowledge, and in the Internet age that bit has been updated and is still a useful indicator of where exactly we are on the birdbrain chart.

Here are some of the answers given on a TikTok site called Project Better:


QUESTIONER: Who’s the first person to land on the sun?

ANSWER: Lance something… Lance—Armstrong?

QUESTIONER: What is the biggest city in the world?

ANSWER: I think it’s, like… Asia?

QUESTIONER: If you were born in 2021, how old would you be?

ANSWER: Twenty-one.

QUESTIONER: What country is Venice, Italy, located in?

ANSWER: Gosh, I’m going to be a teacher, so I should know this… Paris?

QUESTIONER: Where is Queen Elizabeth from?

MAN: Egypt.

WOMAN: Brazil.



So you tell me: If a country is only as strong as its people, what can the future possibly hold for a population this moronic? Being a full-grown adult and thinking a human could walk on the sun? Or that the biggest city in the world is… Asia? When, plainly, it’s Europe.

This country simply has no education standards anymore—they will let you out of a public high school and give you a diploma and you don’t have to actually know anything. Which used to be the mission of schools: knowing things. I know it’s super important to stop the grooming of our kids—or, I don’t know, to start it—and certainly critical race theory must be stricken from the curriculum—or, who knows, maybe included in all of it—but while we’re having those fights, could someone please notice that the kids don’t actually know anything?

When asked “Does the Earth go around the sun, or the sun around the Earth?” 28 percent of Americans said the sun, where Lance Armstrong landed, revolves around the Earth. And the Earth revolves around NASCAR. Americans know they live in the greatest country on Earth, but a quarter of them can’t name one branch of its government, and less than half can name all three. A full 80 percent think Ramadan is those noodles college kids eat. A quarter of Americans say they haven’t read a book in the past year, and the other three-quarters are lying.

Lately, the hottest thing in publishing has been adult coloring books, which you can find in the bookstore in the section marked “Seriously?” People will always say, “I love to read,” but don’t dig too deep into that. What they mean is they went to Barnes & Noble to buy a cat calendar and on the way out picked up another book on cooking in the Instant Pot. Or a self-help book. Or one of the many stories of a boy who dies and meets Jesus in heaven and comes back to life. Or something that’s really for juvenile readers, like Harry Potter or Twilight. There’s reading, and then there’s reading: The Da Vinci Code is to literature what candy corn is to vegetables.

Facebook, Instagram, TikTok—these are not places to read in the sense of garnering real and valuable information; they’re what replaced reading so you’d have more time to take pictures of your dick. Sorry, but staring at your phone doesn’t make you a reader any more than watching fireworks makes you an astronomer, or getting a tramp stamp makes your ass a museum.




ENDLESS SUMMER

One of the big losers in our War on Knowing Things is summer. How can summer, the time of year when we traditionally give our brains a rest, retain its specialness if stupid season now runs all year round? How can you feel good about earning a vacation for your mind if we’ve retired from the job of thinking altogether?

If America insists on being at peak stupid at all times, how is my guilty-pleasure time of year supposed to outdo that? How can you enjoy casual Fridays when everyone already dresses like shit all the time? Flip-flops used to be a summer thing—now they’re a year-round disgusting thing. It’s not special to wear a swimsuit all day when your everyday pants have an elastic waistband. I saw a guy at a funeral in February wearing cargo shorts and a “Who Farted?” T-shirt. May he rest in peace.

It used to be that you worked hard and behaved responsibly for most of the year, and then when June came: school’s out, brain’s out. No reading except for trashy novels on the beach, no studying, no thinking—and the movies were all stupid.

We used to keep the sequels and superhero bullshit between Memorial Day and Labor Day—that was the deal. Then when September came, the serious movies came out. Films. And we accepted that: we’d had our fun with robots and car crashes, and then in the fall we knew it was time to go see the one where Meryl Streep teaches gay Holocaust survivors how to box. But now all year long is robots and talking raccoons.

Summer songs were different too: you could do the moody stuff in the winter, but summer you had to keep it light: doo doo doo, dah dah dah—stuff like that. The deepest a summer lyric got was “I like big butts and I cannot lie.” But now all year round, half the songs have no lyrics, it’s just noises people make during sex and odes to “the booty.”

Time was, even casual conversations in the summer adhered to an unwritten code: keep it stupid. It’s summer—we earned this; don’t be an asshole and start talking about serious stuff! Keep it to “Is it hot enough for you?” “When do you think the ice cream truck’s coming back?” and “What’s the best way to get sand out of your ass?”

And this was all great—because you’d earned it! Even if you got a summer job, it was a weird gig you did for a few months. Or as it’s now called, “a job.”




EARNING CURVE

A few years ago, a second-grade teacher in Arizona posted her pay stub and it went viral, probably because she’s one of the people we trust to care for and educate our children and she was making 320 bucks a week. We pay such lip service to kids: they’re “the future,” “our greatest natural resource,” “we’d do anything for them”—but then we nickel-and-dime their teachers. If we really think children are our future, shouldn’t the people who mold their minds make more than the night manager at GameStop?

Elisabeth Milich, the teacher who posted her pay stub, wrote, “I buy every roll of tape I use, every paper clip I use, every Sharpie I grade with, every snack I feed kids who don’t have them.” How do people, even the burdened taxpayer, justify this? Teachers are tired of being told what Sarah Palin once said of a teacher, that “her reward’s in heaven.” Maybe, but the rent’s due here on Earth.

Five years ago in West Virginia a revolt started: teachers were just asking for a 5 percent pay raise—not a lot, but it helps when you have to pay for your own paper, your own pencils, and now your own bullets. Here’s an idea: don’t give teachers guns, give them a living wage. They’re not asking for the world, just enough of a raise so they don’t have to drive an Uber three nights a week. And yes, it turns out, teachers actually do drive Ubers. And work as cashiers at Hardee’s on weekends, and sell their blood plasma to make ends meet.

But teaching isn’t supposed to be a “side hustle.”

If we really cared about kids, it wouldn’t be so hard for states to pass laws against marrying them. That’s right, fun fact: child marriage is legal in almost every state. What? Yes! True! In America you don’t even have to start your own crazy religion to have sex with children, you can just marry them. And that’s every state, not just the Waffle House states. More than two hundred thousand children were married in America over the past fifteen years—some as young as ten. In five states, there is no minimum age to marry. It’s “Me Too” for Hollywood, but we’re OK with this?

During the pandemic, when parents had to take over the job of educating their children at home, 69 percent of parents admitted that being a teacher is a harder job than their own. And 80 percent said they had a “newfound respect” for teachers.

Great—but how about we go beyond giving teachers “newfound respect”? How about we also give them a) that whole “enough money to live on” thing, and b) the benefit of the doubt?

Ask any teacher what their number one complaint is, and they’ll tell you: it’s overbearing parents sticking their noses in and doing their kids’ work for them and trying to adjust grades and undermining discipline. Parents, you have two kids and you want to strangle them—can you imagine having to deal with an entire classroom full of tiny, sticky strangers?

It used to be the teacher would send home a report about the behavior of the child. Now it’s the behavior of the teacher that gets judged. I’ve heard it from teachers many times: parents saying things like, “But my daughter studied really hard for this test.” Yes, but she got all the answers wrong. That’s what matters in life: results. Not just trying. Not just participating.

When everybody gets a trophy, the only people who win are the people who make trophies. If children don’t learn that life can be full of disappointments, they won’t be ready for Democratic primaries or their friends’ improv shows.

If your kid gets a D, don’t blame the teacher. Tell your child, “You should have worked harder and buckled down more—now go to your room and do whatever it is you do in there on your webcam.” And the next time there’s a classroom disagreement where a teacher says one thing and your kid says another… side with the teacher! I mark the onset of American decline to the moment parents started siding with their children instead of with the teachers.

Kids may be cute, but they’re also relentlessly manipulative little weasels who can only be contained with a unified front. Mom, Dad, and the teacher used to form an iron triangle. Kids couldn’t get away with shit, and they were so much healthier for it.

In the future, if a teacher takes your kid’s phone, just tell that teacher, “Thank you. Thank you for doing something I lacked the balls to do years ago.”





TUITION ACCOMPLISHED


Let’s get real about what “higher education” in America really is: a racket that sells you a very expensive ticket to the upper middle class. President Biden’s American Families Plan was one of his administration’s centerpiece legislative proposals, asking the taxpayers to pony up hundreds of billions so that everyone can go to college, and billions more for subsidized childcare so our kids can go to school while we go to school. The theory being that all this education trickles down and eventually gets to Florida.

The Right calls Biden’s plan social engineering, which is over-the-top, but Biden’s plan is an endorsement of a particular idea: that the more time humans spend in classrooms staring at blackboards, the better. Liberals see more school the way Republicans see tax cuts: as the answer to everything. They imagine going to college is the way to fight income inequality, but actually it does the reverse.

If you have a bachelor’s degree, you make about 65 percent more than someone who doesn’t, and with a master’s degree, it’s more like 100 percent more. And the unemployment rate of college grads is about half what it is for high school grads. I know “free college” is now a left-wing thing, but is it really liberal for someone who doesn’t go to college, and makes less money, to pay for people who do go and make more?

Especially since colleges have turned into giant, luxury day care centers with overpaid babysitters anxious to indulge every student whim. The University of Missouri has a river grotto inspired by the Playboy mansion, and Texas Tech has one of the largest water parks in the country, which includes a twenty-five-person hot tub, tanning deck, waterslide and “lazy river.”

A third of students now spend less than five hours a week studying, and when they do it’s for their onerous magna cum bullshit course load of Sports Marketing, History Through Twitter, Advanced Racist Spotting, Intro to Microaggressions and You Owe Me an Apology 101. In 2019 we issued almost as many undergrad degrees in “visual and performing arts” as computer and information sciences, and more than in math. Say what you want about Lori Loughlin, at least she understood that one good scam deserves another.

In the immortal words of her daughter Olivia Jade, “I don’t know how much school I’m going to attend… but I do want the experience of, like, game days and partying.”

Yeah, I’m not paying for that.

In 1960, colleges awarded A’s to 15 percent of the students. Now it’s 45 percent, and it’s not because they got smarter. It’s because of Adderall. But also because colleges now are businesses selling a consumer product for hundreds of thousands of dollars, and they want to give the customers what they want: a magical piece of paper called a diploma.

In the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church famously sold indulgences, which were just tickets to heaven that you could buy. Now another priesthood—of academia—sells a different ticket to heaven, and because it’s so necessary, colleges can charge whatever they want. Since 1985 the average cost of college has risen 500 percent. It doubles every nine years. Every year it increases at four times the rate of inflation.

And yet, no one knows how to change a tire.

But that’s only the beginning of the scam. A wannabe librarian needs a master’s degree just to get an entry-level job filing books. I’ve heard this so many times from nurses and teachers and administrators, rolling their eyes when relating how they needed to take some bullshit course in order to advance in their field, when really they already learned what they needed to know by working the job.

But in the grift that is our higher education, when you want to move up… hold on there, not so fast. Tollbooth ahead. You need to pay for more “education” before we decide if you can do what you already do. This is what Scientology does: makes you keep taking “courses” to move up to the Bridge to Total Freedom.

The answer isn’t to make college free. The answer is to make it more unnecessary. Which it is for most jobs. So that the many millions of Americans who either can’t afford to or just don’t want to go don’t feel shut out. Because the system we have sets up this winner-loser dynamic and breeds resentment that working hard has less value than sitting around in the “lazy river,” and that in turn feeds into our widening political division. Or as Trump once put it, “I love the poorly educated.”




FRAT BOY SLIM

It’s always struck me as strange that college campuses are where political correctness is the most stringently enforced, and yet smack in the middle of it all are frat houses: little Vatican Cities of depravity that seem to enjoy diplomatic immunity from civilization. There was a time when fraternities fit in with society as a whole, but that day is long gone—if you don’t believe me, go back and watch Animal House. In 1978, watching a guy deciding whether he should have sex with an out-cold high school girl was something we all considered hilarious. And Bill Cosby still thinks so.

Revenge of the Nerds from 1984 has a scene where the guys break into a sorority and install cameras so they can watch the girls shower—and again, we all laughed. But when Penn State’s Kappa Delta Rho frat got caught basically pulling the same stunt in 2015, no one was laughing. For one thing, institutions that go out of their way to have no women around always lead to abuse and madness and lighting farts. Scientology is bad, but at least it admits women; every ten years, someone has to pretend-marry Tom Cruise.

The fact is, any enterprise that has a history of excluding women almost always descends into sexual deviancy, at least at my bathhouse. Whether it’s the Boy Scouts, the Taliban, Wall Street, the Penn State locker room or the US military with its enormous rape problem, sooner or later, a bunch of innocent folks get fucked. Show me any culture that’s traditionally hostile to women and I’ll show you a culture that’s screwed up.

Oh, and there’s one other little thing about fraternities that’s bad: they kill people. Every year, some kid dies when the hilarious dangle-the-pledge-over-the-wood-chipper prank goes awry. Since 1970, there’s been at least one hazing-related death every year as pledges routinely endure alcohol poisoning, sleep deprivation, waterboarding, being dressed in diapers, being buried in trash or being force-fed cat food. Jesus, why not just pledge ISIS?

A cult is a cult, and that’s what a fraternity is: a place where they strip you of your personality and rebuild it in their image. That’s why when a girl says, “I’m dating a frat guy,” no one ever asks, “Oh yeah, what’s he like?”

“I just told you—he’s a frat guy.”

Of all the bad things fraternities do, the absolute worst is that they take young people at the exact moment when they should be learning to be individuals and turn them into shit-eating, orders-following groupthinkers.

My college had a lot of fraternities, but it never occurred to me to join one, because finally in my life I was able to live on my own, away from family and among women; it had no appeal when some frat guy said, “Hey, how about coming with me to live with a bunch of dudes? Come on, we’ll stick a carrot up your butt.”

And this is where someone says, “But, Bill, fraternities are a tradition.” So was throwing virgins in a volcano for a while. If you think “tradition” is a good enough reason to paint your face, or degrade women, or drink yourself sick, then maybe college isn’t for you to begin with.




GOWN AND OUT

Every year at graduation time we witness the ritual of commencement addresses, when America’s overrated gasbags and wisdom-free celebrities are invited by star-fucking universities to come to their school and tell a bunch of spoiled, stoned, debt-laden brats things like “Your only limit is your own imagination” and “The world will be a better place for having you in it.”

But I say, why not level with the kids? Why not tell them the truth for once: Kids, you are not the future, you can’t be anything you want to be and the only way you can follow your dreams “wherever they take you” is if your dreams involve the blender at Jamba Juice or wearing a Spider-Man costume in Times Square. Your parents just spent a quarter million dollars to send you to drinking camp, and the average student who takes loans now owes thirty-seven grand in debt—jeez, if you’d spent that on a minivan, at least you’d have somewhere to sleep.

But cheer up, because if you think it’s bad now, take solace in the thought that in twenty-five years it’s going to be so much worse! And so, I offer you here a glimpse into the future by way of what a commencement address in the year 2049 might sound like:

Graduates, parents, faculty, distinguished guests, masculine identifiers, feminine identifiers and cyborgs: Let me first say what an honor it is to be here today at the University of California, Goldman Sachs, and to join you in celebrating such an exciting time to be alive! 2049! This could be the year that we finally decide how we’re going to handle pronouns!

Now, of course it’s easy to get nostalgic for how things used to be under the first President Seacrest, back before Canada built a wall to keep us out, and back when a person starting out in life could still get a studio apartment in San Francisco for under two million dollars. A month. Well, now that same apartment is unaffordable for all but the top executives at Exxon-Google and Huffington Porn.

I’d love to tell you that the world is your oyster—but the oysters are all dead. Along with most species—but when that happened, did we give up and just start eating jellyfish? Well, yes. Of course we did. What else could we do? We can’t all afford plankton! My point is, we’re resilient: I believe it was former Miami Dolphins coach Don Shula who said, “Success is not forever, and failure is not fatal.” Miami was a city that once existed in Florida.

And when it sank, we didn’t panic—because we don’t panic! Did we panic during the Zika epidemic of 2028?! No, and many of the pinheaded babies born that year have gone on to become fine Republican congressmen! Did we panic when Jesus returned to Earth, took one look at us and said, “Fuck you,” and left? No! We rallied around President Gaga and took solace in the words of Chief Justice Khaled, “We da best!” Hats in the air!




GRADDY ISSUES

As an Ivy League graduate who knows the value of a liberal education, I have one piece of advice for the youth of America: Don’t go to college. And if you have to go, don’t go to an “elite” college, because as recent events have shown, it just makes you stupid.

There are few, if any, positives to come out of the massacre in Israel on October 7, but one of them is opening America’s eyes to how higher education has become indoctrination into a stew of bad ideas, among them the simplistic notion that the world is a binary place where everyone is either an “oppressor” or “oppressed.” In the case of Israel, “oppressors” being babies and bubbes.

The same students who’ll tell you that words are violence, and silence is violence, were very supportive when Hamas went on a rape and murder rampage worthy of the Vikings. They knew where to point fingers: at the murdered. And then it was off to ethics class!

I recognize that a certain amount of foolishness is expected of college kids, but mixing Jägermeister and tomato juice isn’t the same as siding with terrorists. Thirty-four student groups at Harvard signed a letter that said “the apartheid regime is the only one to blame,” proving they don’t know what constitutes apartheid. They don’t know much of anything, but it doesn’t deter them from having an opinion. They’ve convinced themselves Israel is the most repressive regime in history, because students at upper echelon colleges today have no knowledge of history, or even a desire to know it, and actual history doesn’t come up in their Intersectionality of Politics and Gender Queer Identities class.

Now, to be fair, at least five of the student groups have rescinded what they signed, saying they didn’t read the letter closely—and they promised not to make that mistake again after they graduate and start running the world. I actually believe them—that they didn’t read the letter closely. I think they scanned it, saw it was blaming Israel, and went back to surfing TikTok.

Because college life today is a day spa combined with a North Korean reeducation camp, with the added perk that the people on campus who fear being graded badly are the professors, not the students. The fact that college presidents, who usually love to speak out about anything, couldn’t find their voice to condemn the worst attack on Jews since the Holocaust says a lot about who really controls colleges and, why, if ignorance is a disease, Harvard Yard is the Wuhan wet market.

Not that colleges didn’t always have professors with radical beliefs—I know, because I used to sell them weed. But the reason why despising Israel became pretty much a requirement of the American left is colleges—“elite” colleges, the mouth of the river from which this and all manner of radical left, illiberal—yes, illiberal—nonsense flows.

Supporting all-Black (that is, segregated) dorms and graduation ceremonies and orientation programs—which occur on hundreds of campuses—is illiberal. So is the racism against Asian applicants, and so is chasing speakers off of campus for not espousing the One True Opinion.

When the First Amendment watchdog group Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression began ranking colleges based on their commitment to free speech, Harvard came in dead last. There is only one set of acceptable beliefs on campus, and it’s policed hard. The old dorm room bull sessions? It’s less risky shooting the shit in Scientology.

John Stuart Mill wrote that “he who knows only his own side of the case knows little.” To which today’s college students respond: “ ‘He’ and ‘his’ are cis pronouns that commit violence against queer and BIPOC communities, so who cares what John Stuart Mill says, whoever he is. Oh, and Thomas Jefferson was a slaveholder. He might’ve done some other stuff too, but that wasn’t on the test.”

Elite schools should no longer be called elite—just say “expensive” now. Which may be why they breed a particular brand of detestable graduate, a personality type that doesn’t tend to emerge from Chico State. Sure, they occasionally turn out someone decent, but for every Barack Obama there are two Josh Hawleys, the former debate-team jerkoff who had no friends, that no one likes today, and yet somehow manages to win a statewide popularity contest. Box-checking brown-nosers who don’t actually believe anything, except that tricking stupid people is fun. That’s why it’s so repulsive when they pander for votes from Mama June and flat earthers because they just hate elitists!

Yes, consider these truck-driving He-Men from the tool aisle at Sam’s Club who went to Ivy League schools: Vivek Ramaswamy? Yale and Harvard. Ron DeSantis? Yale and Harvard. Ted Cruz? Princeton and Harvard. There’s a special magic that links Harvard types and being utterly face-punchable: Pat Robertson, George Bush, Tom Cotton, Mike Pompeo, Bill O’Reilly, Steve Bannon, Jared Kushner. Not to mention a large percentage of the current and recently past Supreme Court. It may seem that men like these and the kids who signed the Harvard letter have nothing in common, but actually I think they do: they all came out of an Asshole Factory.

And some, I assume, are good people.

To the older folks I say: college today is not the college you remember. And to the younger I say: don’t do it. You don’t need four years and a lifetime of crippling debt to learn to hate America when you can just watch five minutes of “Selling Sunset.” If your parents have 300 grand they absolutely need to flush down the toilet, put it in crypto, or buy a van, go to a national park and feed yourself to a bear. Any legacy dipshit can go to Penn. But a bear? That’s hard to get into.




CIV VICIOUS

For all the progressives and academics who refer to Israel as an “outpost of Western civilization” like it’s a bad thing, please note: Western civilization is what gave the world pretty much every goddamn liberal precept that liberals are supposed to adore: individual liberty, scientific inquiry, rule of law, religious freedom, women’s rights, human rights, democracy, trial by jury, freedom of speech… please, somebody stop us before we enlighten again.

And since one can find all these concepts in today’s Israel and virtually no where else in the Middle East, if anything, the world would be a better place if it had more Israels.

Of course, this message falls on deaf ears to the current crop who reduce everything to being only about victims or victimizers—so Israel is lumped in as the toxic fruit of the victimizing West. The irony being that all marginalized people live better today because of Western ideals, not in spite of them.

Martin Luther King used Henry David Thoreau’s essay “Civil Disobedience” to help shape the Civil Rights Movement. The UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights owes its core to Rousseau and Voltaire. Cleisthenes never showed up for a sexual harassment seminar, but without him, there’s no democracy. The cop who murdered George Floyd got twenty-one years for violating his Fourth Amendment rights, an idea we got directly from John Locke—a brilliant thinker who no one in college would ever study anymore because he’s so old and so white and so dead. So Western.

That’s how simple the woke are—it’s never about ideas; if it was, would they be cheering on Hamas for their “liberation”—liberation? Liberated to do what? More freely preside over a country where there are no laws against sexual harassment, spousal rape, domestic violence, homophobia, honor killings or child marriage? This is who “progressives” think they should stand with? Women in Gaza would be lucky to get “colonized” by anybody else.

And for the record, the Jews didn’t “colonize” Israel, or anywhere, ever, except maybe Boca Raton. Gaza wasn’t seized by Israel like India or Kenya was by the British Empire, and the partitioning of the region wasn’t decided by Jews, it was decided by a vote of the United Nations in 1947, with everyone from Russia to Haiti voting for it. But apparently they don’t teach this at Drag Queen Story Hour anymore.

Now, it’s true that for too long we didn’t study enough Asian or African or Latin American history—but part of the reason for that is, frankly, there’s not as much to study. Colleges replaced courses in Western Civ—Boo! Eye roll! Dead white men, amiright?—with “World Civilization” classes, which is fine in theory, but what it meant in practice is you read “Queer Poetry of the African Diaspora” instead of Shakespeare.

And I’m sure there’s value in both, but as usual, America only ever over-corrects, and so we’re at this place where the words “Western Civ” became a kind of shorthand for “white people ruined everything.” But they didn’t ruin everything—yes, they didn’t live up to their own ideals for far too long, and they committed barbarous acts, but people back then were all beastly, not just the white ones, depending on who had the power.

But it was the Western Enlightenment that gave rise to the notion that the law of the jungle was something that should be curbed. Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Jean-Jacque Rousseau, John Stuart Mill—three-named old dudes like that were the OG social justice warriors. The ideas that came through Athens, Rome, London, Paris and Philadelphia are what make life good for most people in free societies today: That individuals have value; that even the powers that be must submit to the rule of law; that punishment should not be “cruel and unusual”; that accused people get a trial. That there’s such a thing as a war crime.
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