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TO MARI

“… This gift of transferred life which has come to me in loving you.”

—Philip Wakem to Maggie, The Mill on the Floss

“But I cannot deny my past to which myself is wed The woven figure cannot undo its thread.”

—Louis MacNeice, Valediction
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INTRODUCTION

The University of Michigan scholars who are preparing a dictionary of Middle English have extracted from the mists of the past a word for what many Americans feel describes the current condition of their country’s politics: “spaciosite.” It means a hollowness. Certainly in the century’s tenth decade American politics has taken on a pastel cast. The bold colors of unfurled banners are but faded memories. Well, fine. The tumult and the shouting dies, the captains and the kings depart, and perhaps the banality of contemporary politics should be a national boast. The deflation of politics is not a bad coda to a blood-soaked century.

Indeed, the miniaturization of American politics has its own fascination, especially given the fact that government, although currently disparaged, has a recent record of substantial successes. Far from producing “uncontrollable” deficits, by the mid-1990s its revenues matched outlays for programs. Which is to say, the budget would have been in balance, but for debt service. As a result of a lot of social learning, inflation, which twenty years ago seemed like a disease endemic to, and perhaps destructive of, democracy, is controlled. So are business cycles, which within living memory produced surges of unemployment huge enough to threaten social stability. Granted, there have been other, less happy dimensions of social learning. In 1966, when Sargent Shriver, head of President Johnson’s “war on poverty,” was asked how long it would take to win the war, he replied “about ten years.” Still, we have largely eliminated one kind of poverty—financial distress among that portion of the population that possesses the accumulated social capital of good habits.

Not a bad record. And not one calculated to make Americans ripe for revolution, as some Republicans should have considered.

Around A.D. 982, Eric the Red, explorer and pioneer of the public relations business, named one of his discoveries Greenland because it wasn’t. He hoped the name would lure colonists. He soon learned the limits of creative labeling. So have those practitioners of American politics who, in the years covered by the columns collected in this volume, have bandied the word revolution. They have learned the limits of politics as an engine of abrupt change in a free and complex society that is neither able nor inclined to divorce itself from its past.

The aspiring revolutionaries have called themselves conservatives, so they should have known those limits. A cardinal tenet of conservatism is that social inertia is—and ought to be—strong. It discourages and, if necessary, defeats the political grandiosity of those who would attempt to engineer the future by rupturing connections with the past. The Republic is a woven figure disinclined to unravel the threads that connect it to its antecedents. Here, then, is a paradox: The recent disappointments of some conservatives actually vindicate conservatism’s critique of extravagant aspirations.

However, these years have not been, on balance, disappointing for conservatives, or uninteresting or uninstructive to anyone mindful of the conversation of this continental nation. These years have featured a particularly intense recrudescence of the familiar American argument about what government is and is not good for. It is an argument about whether many of our discontents are caused by, or can be cured by, government. As a result of these years, some conservatives are wiser than they were. They should not be sadder, because they have acquired a virtue—a quickened appreciation of politics as epiphenomena.

That is a word formerly used by Marxists when they were insisting that politics is, always and everywhere, just the “reflection” of deeper, meaning economic, dynamisms. It has been said that what was original in Marxism was false and what was true was derivative. Marxism’s doctrine of the limits on the autonomy of politics was a characteristically unnuanced recasting of a fundamental assumption of conservatism. As the Democratic senator from New York Daniel Patrick Moynihan says, “The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of a society.”

“The central liberal truth,” Moynihan continues, “is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself.” However, the political debate of the 1990s has been driven by the worry that politics is damaging the culture. To see how the debate got to this point, stand back and look back.

Different eras are defined by different problems. James Q. Wilson of UCLA, past president of the American Political Science Association, notes that from the Founding until the Civil War the defining problem was that of firmly grounding the federal government’s legitimacy. From the Civil War until the New Deal the problem was power: Under what limits did the federal government operate? From the New Deal until recently, the problem was representation: Were all groups appropriately involved in Washington’s increasing importance? Today, Wilson says, the defining problem concerns collective choice: Can a federal government which acknowledges no limits to its scope, and which responds assiduously to the multiplying appetites of proliferating factions, make choices that serve the society’s long-term interests?

Think about it. Is there now any human want or difficulty that is not considered a federal policy problem? Policy making, says Wilson, has been thoroughly nationalized, in this sense: There are virtually no arguments about whether the Constitution bars federal action in particular spheres of life. The last barriers to action were swept aside in the twelve-month period, 1964–65, with the passage of the Civil Rights Act, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and Medicare.

Still, at the century’s end, conservatives can take considerable satisfaction from the contagion of their ideas in the second half of the second half of the century. “In the United States at this time,” wrote Lionel Trilling in 1950, “liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition. For it is the plain fact that nowadays there are no conservative or reactionary ideas in general circulation.” Trilling worried that “it is not conducive to the real strength of liberalism that it should occupy the intellectual field alone.” Well, that is one worry that liberalism is now spared.

Today, as usual, conservatism is less a creed than a climate of opinion. And in the years covered by the essays in this volume, conservatives have learned the limits that politics places on their aspirations, particularly on their aspiration to revive the pre-New Deal tradition of American politics.

The New Deal made, and was made possible by, something novel in American history—a sanguine estimation of the competence and trustworthiness of the central government. The New Deal frame of mind was presaged by this change: Eleven of the Constitution’s first twelve amendments added more restrictions to the federal government than those written into the unamended document in Philadelphia in 1787. But six of the next seven amendments enlarged federal powers. Still, from the Founding until the 1930s, the American premise was itself a formidable inhibition of the central government. That premise was that the function of government was to provide the conditions in which happiness can be pursued— ordered liberty—but not to provide happiness itself.

Since the New Deal, the government has been steadily more ambitious. But Americans have not become steadily more content with their government. In the 1990s they have been forced to face the ambiguities in their feelings about government. They talk a fierce game of Slay the Federal Dragon, making lists of programs and even whole departments that must perish for the public good. In this mood, their spirit is that expressed by the bumper sticker on a New York taxi: SO MANY PEDESTRIANS, SO LITTLE TIME. However, it turns out that Americans are more comfortable while entangled in the tentacles of “big government” than their rhetoric suggests.

Addressing a labor audience during his first Senate campaign, in 1976, Pat Moynihan said, “Look, there’s this particular fringe, and their one fundamental problem is they simply never accepted the New Deal.” Moynihan added: “Didn’t Franklin Roosevelt settle this issue once and for all? I mean, do we really have to go over it again?” Yes, and then yet again. Some arguments are never settled in this contumacious country. The American tapestry remains a work in progress.

The most remarkable institutional change of the 1990s has been the reassertion of congressional supremacy, and the corresponding marginalization of the presidency. William Allen White’s autobiography tells a story of President McKinley. In the summer of 1901, at William McKinley’s home in Canton, Ohio, a photographer approached to take the president’s picture. McKinley laid aside his cigar, saying, “We must not let the young men of this country see their president smoking!” The camera was a harbinger of the graphic revolution in communication that would help enlarge the place of the presidency—the most photogenic piece of America’s government—in the nation’s consciousness.

McKinley was a transitional figure. He had presided over America’s passage into imperialism in the war with Spain, and his assassination late that summer produced the first modern president, Theodore Roosevelt, who proclaimed his office a “bully pulpit” for shaping the public’s mind and morals. At the end of this century the public, noting the federal government’s difficulties delivering the mail, is disinclined to think that any federal official can deliver appropriate states of mind.

Along with the waning hold of the presidency on the nation’s imagination, the exhaustion of the federal treasury and the evaporation of confidence in centralized problem solving all help account for the centrifugal forces that are producing the devolution of powers from the central government. This can have various consequences for the nation’s political culture. Justice Charles Fried of the Massachusetts Supreme Court notes that citizens may come to be governed “less grandly and remotely” and the states may develop “more distinct characters.” If so, “Although we would be more strangers to other Americans, we would be more closely tied to the smaller places where we live.” However, Fried worries about a cost attached to such a transaction: “Our economy of allegiance simply is not infinitely expandable. If we become more Virginian or Georgian, surely we will also feel more remote, less responsible for the poor of Kentucky or of the ghettoes of Chicago. If we became more Virginian, we would be less American.”

Conservatives demur, arguing that if we become more tied to where we live, we will become more connected to those, including the poor, who live with us. Conservatives worry that unless we multiply and strengthen attachments to society’s little platoons, our fellow-feeling will become attenuated, and civic life, expressed through bureaucratized compassion, distantly organized, will be thin gruel.

Politics is always driven by competing worries. Today conservatives are more radically worried than liberals are concerning conditions in the government and the culture. And conservatives worry about the relationships they think they discern between the former and the latter. Liberals still express their worries in an essentially 1930s vocabulary of distributive justice, understood in economic, meaning material, terms. This assumes a reassuringly mundane politics of splittable differences—how much concrete to pour, how many crops to subsidize by how much, which factions shall get what.

Conservatives worry in a more contemporary vocabulary, questioning the power and ambitions of the post-New Deal state, and finding a causal connection between those ambitions and the fraying of the culture. Many of today’s conservatives believe, or say they do (their actions in power often say otherwise), that government’s principal functions, and perhaps its only proper functions, are the preservation of freedom and the removal of restraints on the individual. Such conservatives do not fit easily into the conservative tradition that traces its pedigree to Edmund Burke.

Liberalism’s ascent in the first three-quarters of this century reflected the new belief that government could and should also confer capacities on individuals who were ill-equipped to cope with the complexities of modern life. Liberalism’s decline in the final quarter has reflected doubts about whether government has that competence to deliver capacities—and doubts about whether a tutelary government that is good at such delivering would be good for the nation’s character.

One count in conservatism’s indictment of liberalism is that liberalism takes too much for granted. Liberalism, according to conservatism, does not understand how its programs threaten those habits—thrift, industriousness, deferral of gratification—which make free societies succeed. Conservatives worry that the severest cost of solicitous government is not monetary but moral. This cost is measured in the diminution of personal responsibility and of private forms of social provision.

This worry has a distinguished pedigree. Tocqueville warned of a soft despotism that “makes the exercise of free choice less useful and rarer, restricts the activity of free will within a narrower compass, and little by little robs each citizen of the proper use of his own faculties.” In the 1990s, conservatives have argued that the foremost victims of this robbery are children of the poor. Liberals argue that those children are the foremost victims of conservatism. Be that as it may, liberals and conservatives begin by agreeing with Charles Dickens’s Mr. Jarndyce in Bleak House that “the children of the very poor are not brought up, but dragged up.”

At first blush, the 1994 election results, ending forty years of Democratic control of the House of Representatives, seemed to foreshadow a large step away from an essentially European idea of an omnipresent and omniprovident state, an idea incorporated into twentieth-century American liberalism. That blush faded quickly. However, in this last decade of the century, which is the first decade of our third century under the Constitution, we are in a particularly intense flare-up of the perennial American argument about what the Constitution permits and what it requires. That is why so many of our controversies are couched in the clanging language of clashing rights.

Napoleon said a good constitution should be short and confused. American courts certainly have augmented the latter attribute. In the process, they have become more central to civic life than courts should be in a democracy. And they have done much to unleash the spirit of aggressive, elbow-throwing individualism that some conservatives believe is shredding the culture.

There now seems to be brewing a wholesome backlash. The nation may not have rethought and rejected the New Deal era, but it has begun to get over something even more deplorable. Call it the Shelley mentality. That excitable poet’s spirit bloomed here in the 1960s.

The painted veil is … torn aside; The loathsome mask has fallen, the man remains Sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed, but man Equal, unclassed, tribeless, and nationless, Exempt from awe, worship, degree, the king Over himself….

But now the condition of the culture seems to be a reason for thinking that it might not be such a bad thing if man were a bit more circumscribed by manners and mores, and had a pinch or two of awe about something other than his own splendor. America’s normally sunny disposition has become somewhat clouded over with anxieties about the uses to which freedom is being put.

Samuel Beckett, the novelist and playwright, was walking with a friend on a sunny English afternoon when his friend exclaimed, “On a day like this it’s good to be alive.” Beckett replied, “I wouldn’t go as far as that.” That was a bit of his characteristically mordant humor. However, of late, Americans have been feeling, or at least have been talking as though they feel, uncharacteristically bleak about their prospects. For this, journalism deserves a portion of the blame. The problem is not that journalists consider the phrase “good news” an oxymoron. Rather, the problem has two dimensions, which are somewhat contradictory.

First, journalists, far from being the hard-bitten and world-weary sorts found in The Front Page and other popular fiction, may be America’s last romantics. They really seem startled, even scandalized by the fact that their society always seems to have serious problems. Journalists feel that someone, or some identifiable faction, must be to blame. And the fault must be a sin of omission, because something can always be done to correct imperfections and right wrongs.

Second, and in contrast, journalists have, by the working of our trickledown culture, absorbed from the academy a watery postmodernism that makes a dogma of skepticism. It teaches that nothing is what it seems; everything must be “unmasked”; the veil of appearances must be torn aside. That, increasingly, is how journalists understand their vocation. This is particularly the spirit of television journalism which, being enslaved to an inherently superficial news-gathering instrument, a camera, deals with pictures, meaning the surfaces of things. (Librarian of Congress Emeritus Daniel J. Boorstin’s The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America tells a joke of a proud mother with a pram. The mother says to a woman who is admiring the baby in the pram, “Oh, that’s nothing—you should see his photograph.”)

These two journalistic tendencies partially explain a puzzle: This is a successful nation that is constantly susceptible to melancholy because things are not perfect. Americans are increasingly susceptible to the suspicion that no one is telling the truth—or there is no truth to tell. So this is a good time to say what I hope some of the essays in this volume clearly say: It is good to be alive in America at the end of the first (but not the last) American century.

“Man,” says the comedienne Lily Tomlin, “invented language to satisfy his deep need to complain.” Which is, of course, where columnists come in, to “grutchen.” (That is Middle English for “to complain.”) However, readers will find in what follows ample evidence to convict this columnist of violating the code of his craft by having a wonderful time out in the contiguous country.


CHAPTER ONE
FROM THE WHIRRING LOOM




The Tyranny of Nonchalance
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Pursuant to the Motion Picture Production Code’s mandate that “no picture shall be produced which will lower the moral standards of those who see it,” the script of Casablanca (1942) was changed, the word “like” replacing “enjoy” in what was originally this line for Captain Renault (Claude Rains): “You enjoy war. I enjoy women.” The Hays Office, enforcer of the code, issued this edict after reviewing the script of The African Queen (1951): “There must be no unacceptable exposure of Rose’s (Katharine Hepburn’s) person as she ‘tucks her skirt up into her underclothes.’ We assume the intention here is to tuck the skirt under the knees of her bloomers.”

America has liberated itself from not only such pettifoggery but also from what is now considered the tyranny of taste. So, is everyone happy?

Not exactly. There is a certain troubling lack of refinement in Dennis Rodman’s America, a lack linked to three peculiar ideas: distinguishing between liberty and license is incipient fascism; manners are servants of hypocrisy; concern for appearances and respectability is a craven treason against self-expression, hence not respectable.

The eclipse of civility is a fact fraught with depressing significance, as explained in the Autumn 1996 Wilson Quarterly, in essays by Richard Bushman, a Columbia historian, and James Morris of the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. The gravamen of their arguments is: A coarse and slatternly society—boom boxes borne through crowded streets by young men wearing pornographic T-shirts and baseball caps backwards; young women using, in what formerly was called polite society, language that formerly caused stevedores to blush—jeopardizes all respect, including self-respect.

Bushman says the young American nation had to overcome the fear that gentility, the product of an elite culture, put common people at a disadvantage, hence compromised democracy. But as American lives became less and less governed by austere material conditions and austere religious codes, rules of gentility (young George Washington was required to read 110 Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in Company and Conversation) supplied governance for human nature’s unruly impulses.

Bushman defines gentility as “a compulsion to make the world beautiful,” beginning with the individual and extending to the home—a piano on a carpet in the parlor; polished walnut furniture; ceramic dinnerware—and to parks and museums to elevate the public’s taste. Gentility stimulated a market for many of capitalism’s goods, and capitalism democratized gentility by making those goods affordable.

As urban density came to a formerly frontier society, Bushman writes, “The premium on simply getting along in public grew.” There were uniformed ushers in theaters, sometimes distributing printed rules of decorum, such as not talking during the performance. Behavior was better when cinemas were opulent. Bring back the printed rules for the boors whose minimalist manners are suited to today’s “multiplexes.”

Time was, writes Morris, Americans understood that rules of civility do not just smooth surfaces, they “inscribed the soul.” Today America is a nation of “voluble solipsists,” chatting away on cellular phones in public, unconcerned for privacy or dignity. Or safety. A bumper sticker: HANG UP AND DRIVE. Morris warns: “In this age of ‘whatever,’ Americans are becoming slaves to the new tyranny of nonchalance. ‘Whatever.’ The word draws you in like a plumped pillow and folds ’round your brain; the progress of its syllables is a movement toward … a universal shrug. It’s all capitulation. No one wants to make a judgment, to impose a standard, to act from authority and call conduct unacceptable.”

So this nation, where traditions “have the shelf life of bread,” is getting perhaps not the behavior it deserves, but that which it countenances. Why, “even the meek drive like Messala out to teach Ben Hur who’s boss.” The future stares blankly at us through the eyes of the “fragile young men/women” in Calvin Klein ads, “in a conga line of pointless sexuality,” having opted “for a new cologne over bathing.”

In the imperturbable cool of the 1990s, writes Morris, “Sights that not so long ago would have left audiences open-mouthed with wonder leave them droopy-eyed with boredom. To every age, perhaps, its proper surfeit: in old Rome, worried impresarios probably cut deals for more spears, more tigers, more Christians.”

Today’s is not the “honest coarseness of frontier settlers removed from society and struggling with bears and the seasons.” It occurs in a land where plenitude inflames the sense of entitlement to more of almost everything, but less of manners and taste, with their irritating intimations of authority and hierarchy.

Today, Dennis Rodman. What next?

Whatever.

December 22, 1996



With Friends Like These
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It is eight P.M. Do you know where your teenagers are? If it is Thursday, they probably are watching NBC’s Friends. One recent, and representative, episode, featuring what may have been prime-time television’s first premature ejaculation joke, illustrates why popular culture will be a prominent subject this presidential season.

Friends involves various twentysomethings and their “relationships.” The script for the episode that aired February 8 contains several subplots. One young woman falls for an older man. Joey and Chandler, thrilled by their new television, hope never to rise from their reclining chairs.

Chandler: “Pizza’s on the way. I told you we wouldn’t have to get up.”

Joey: “What if we have to pee?”

Chandler (picking up the phone): “I’ll cancel the sodas.”

The central story concerns Ross and Rachel having their first and second dates. At the end of their first they kiss. She starts to giggle.

Rachel: “I’m sorry. It’s just that … well, when you moved your hands to my butt, it was like ‘Hey, Ross’s hands are on my butt!’ ” She composes herself, again they kiss, again she giggles.

Ross: “My hands were nowhere near your butt!”

Rachel: “I know! I was just thinking about when they were there the last time. I’m sorry. I promise I won’t laugh. Now come on, put your hands back on my butt.”

Ross: “No. I can’t now. I feel all self-conscious.”

Rachel: “Oh, come on, touch my butt.”

Ross: “No.”

Rachel: “Just one cheek.”

Ross: “The moment’s gone.”

Rachel: “Then hold out your hands and I’ll back into them.”

Ross: “Oh, that’s romantic.”

Rachel: “Come on, touch it.”

Ross: “No.”

Rachel: “Oh, come on, squeeze it.”

Ross: “No.”

Rachel: “Rub it?”

Ross: “No.”

Rachel (her voice rising): “Oh, come on, would you just grab my ass?”

The next night, before their second date, Ross, a museum curator, is called to deal with a mistake in a display.

Ross (on the phone): “Australopithecus isn’t supposed to be in that display…. No. No. Homo habilis was erect. Australopithecus was never fully erect.”

Chandler: “Well, maybe he was nervous.”

Rachel accompanies Ross to the museum, where he corrects the display of prehistoric mannequins. She sits next to a mannequin. The script says: “Her face is right at his waist…. (She) lifts up his loin cloth and takes a peek. With an impressed shrug, she drops it down.”

Ross finishes too late to take Rachel to dinner, so grabbing some animal skins from the display of mannequins, he takes her into the museum’s planetarium, where he illuminates the stars and they recline on the furs. He puts down a small carton of juice, they begin ardently undressing each other, he rolls on top of her. The script directions then are: “Passionate, they roll on the floor. After a moment, Rachel stops, pulled up short.” She emits a cry of dismay.

Rachel (disappointed, but tender): “Oh, no. Oh. Oh, honey. That’s okay.”

Ross (looking puzzled, then recognizing her misapprehension): “What? Oh, no. You just rolled onto the juice box.”

Rachel (passionately relieved, looks heavenward): “Oh. Thank God!”

Then, proving there was no premature ejaculation, he again rolls back onto her, and the scene ends. The next scene is the next morning. They are back in the mannequin display, slowly awakening, embracing naked beneath the animal skins. And a priest, a nun, and a group of schoolchildren are staring at them.

Well.

More depressing than what Friends considers wit, which rises only from the cretinous to the sophomoric, is the fact that the program transmits to teenagers the message that such shallow sexuality is not only acceptable, it is expected of them. Those who accept this notion of sophistication are apt to have such an impoverished sense of sensuousness, of the delights of real adult sexual electricity, that mature eroticism will be unimaginable to them.

Asked if she understood the juice box joke, Victoria Will, who is fifteen and perfect, replied in the tone of a patient duchess addressing a dimwitted footman: “Dad, I’m not four.” What did she think of it? She has a flair for concision like that of the sovereign of the same name: “Uncalled for.”

Indeed. America was born in a struggle to remove restraints imposed from without. Today it is struggling to achieve restraints arising from within each American. Today, as at the nation’s birth, the great political question is, What kind of character is produced by American life? When parents cannot watch early-evening television with their children without wincing, their distress will take on political coloration, and the winner of the nation’s premier political office is apt to be he who best exemplifies credible disgust with what distresses them.

February 25, 1996

Neither candidate exemplified it. At first base, a tie goes to the runner. Inpresidential politics, a tie goes to the incumbent.


The Food and Drug Administrationvs. “Family Discord”
[image: Image]


Hillary Clinton’s epiphany, confided to the country during her speech to the Democratic Convention, that it takes not only a village but also a president to raise a child, does not do justice to the scope of caring in her husband’s administration. Sure, it takes a president, everyone knows that, but it also takes this president’s Food and Drug Administration.

Evidently the FDA thinks it has a roving commission to prevent “family discord.” And it has acted to do so by issuing an edict designed to prevent parents from getting too intimately involved in raising their own children. Herewith a story melding many themes of today’s political debate—drugs, families, and whether the country’s contempt for Washington is sufficiently severe.

When Sunny Cloud, a Georgia mother, found her son smoking marijuana, she took him to an emergency ward for a drug screening test. She found the experience so disagreeable and expensive that she developed a kit that would enable parents to administer tests to their children. The mere possession by parents of such kits would give children a powerful reason to resist peer pressure for drug use.

Ms. Cloud’s kit consists of a small plastic cup for a urine sample, a temperature-measuring strip to prevent the substitution of old urine, two saliva-sample strips, and a box and mailing label addressed to a federally licensed laboratory which tests for numerous drugs. Each sample is assigned a number, and the household that sent the sample is notified of the results associated with that number. The name of the person who gave the sample is not involved.

Ms. Cloud, a former teacher, started a business, Parent’s Alert Inc., to manufacture this forty-dollar diagnostic kit. Then on June 15, 1995, she received from Washington a bellow of reproach.

The FDA’s “warning letter” stated that “our investigator” has revealed that the kit is “a Class III device” and does not have the FDA approval such devices require. The FDA darkly noted that “this letter is not intended to be an all-inclusive list of deficiencies at your facility.” (Imagine an all-inclusive list of deficiencies at the FDA.) The letter commanded “prompt action” to correct “deviations.”

CAT scan machines are Class III devices. So are MRIs, pacemakers, and X-ray machines. And so, it seems, is Ms. Cloud’s plastic cup. But only when used by parents to protect their children.

Another drug-testing kit is made for hair samples. This supposedly Class III device consists of aluminum foil for the hair and a labeled box. Such urine, saliva, and hair kits are in legal commercial distribution. They are used for drug screening by many companies and governmental units, such as General Motors and the New York City Police Department.

After a meeting of FDA officials with one of the manufacturers, the FDA’s policy was reported by an attorney for the manufacturer and seemingly corroborated by the FDA’s own minutes of the meeting. The policy is to allow the sales of kits “marketed exclusively for forensic purposes (e.g., law enforcement, employment).” But over-the-counter sales “indicated for teenagers” should be regulated, meaning prevented. The attorney’s memorandum describes this as “a deliberate policy decision that has been made at a high level within the FDA.” According to the memorandum by the manufacturer’s attorney, the FDA, whose minutes refer to “ethical and social issues,” has a capacious notion of its mandate and competence. It “is concerned about issues such as anonymity, confidentiality, coercion, and family discord.”

Oh, so this tentacle of the nanny state really should be called the FDDA—the Food, Drug, and Discord Administration. Perhaps some of the FDA’s caregivers could drop by at breakfast time, when there are three pairs of hands reaching for the newspaper’s sports section. Talk about family discord. And then there is custody of the television remote control….

The FDA’s overreaching, overbearing busybodies merit derisive laughter. But the gargantuan presumptuousness of this federal bureaucracy elbowing its way into family matters is infuriating for many reasons, one of which is: Children on drugs often are uncommunicative and in denial until confronted with undeniable evidence, at which point they become open to rehabilitation. Parents will be more inclined to seek evidence from home tests that preserve anonymity and confidentiality than from emergency room or other procedures that generate medical records.

Of course, this assumes that if parents say “pretty please” and “mother may I,” the FDA will give them permission to participate—as Washington’s junior partners, naturally—in parenting.

September 29, 1996


Sheldon Hackney Teaches Talking
[image: Image]


Have you got your kit yet? You don’t want to start conversing without the government’s guidance. And conversing about the topic the government has selected for us is, according to Sheldon Hackney, chairman of the National Endowment for the Humanities, something we all “have a responsibility” to do.

Hackney may sound slightly hectoring but that is just because he wants to be helpful. He believes we need help if we are to converse properly about “American Pluralism and Identity,” so the NEH has produced a kit of “materials—conversation starters, book and film lists, documents, essays—to help spark the individual conversations.”

This may seem like carrying coals to Newcastle because there is not and never has been a shortage of talk in America about that subject. It undoubtedly was a topic of conversation on the pitching decks of the Mayflower, and is, to put it mildly, not now neglected.

Furthermore, this designated topic of the Conversation, in the NEH’s capacious notion of it, concerns just about everything. That conclusion is compelled by the “suggested reading and film list” included in the kit. The readings run from Aristotle to Maya Angelou, and the films, well, for example, the list includes these items:

“Casablanca—this World War II classic explores American values in the multinational setting of war-torn Casablanca. Pertains to question 6” (Question 6 is “Where do we as Americans belong in the world?”); “Meet Me in St. Louis—this musical depicts a family’s experiences during the year of the St. Louis World’s Fair. Pertains to question 5” (Question 5 is “What do we share as Americans?”); “Shane—a former gunfighter comes to the defense of homesteaders and is idolized by their son. Pertains to question 5.”

In the NEH’s attempt to organize “thousands of small-group discussions around the country,” no detail is too small for the NEH’s attention. Its advice includes:

The meeting should not go longer than planned without the consent of all present…. The site should be convenient to get to and there should be sufficient parking…. Consider the size and the temperature (not too hot or too cold) of the room…. Chairs should be comfortable and placed so that participants are able to sit facing each other…. All participants will show respect for the views expressed by others … name-calling and shouting are not acceptable.

It is sweet and true to the spirit of democracy that our government, which thinks we need to be told not to have the room too hot or too cold, nevertheless thinks we can read Aristotle and converse about momentous matters. At least we can if we are given meticulous instructions, particularly pertaining to sensitivity, about which the NEH is very sensitive:

Consider having each session at a different location, allowing each racial, ethnic, or cultural group to play host…. If your community has little racial or ethnic diversity, look for other kinds of diversity. You might find people of different ages, religions, political affiliations, socioeconomic levels, professions, or neighborhoods…. You might need to help some participants overcome lingering feelings that they were invited solely because of their race, ethnic origin, or cultural background.

Yes, you might.

In the kit’s booklet of scholars’ essays, there are many worth reading and one that should be read slowly and loudly to Hackney. James Q. Wilson of UCLA, noting that there actually may be less cultural diversity in America today than in the 1890s, writes:

Most Americans have never doubted that there is or ought to be an underlying unity. The motto, E pluribus unum, though often violated in practice has never been challenged in principle. Except by intellectuals…. If a “national conversation” occurs, what will happen? The activists most likely to participate will be those most disaffected by America, and their conversation will provide further evidence to ordinary people that the great divide in this nation is not between rich and poor or between one race and another but between two cultures, the public and the elite…. The “conversations” some want to foster are already happening; if they are to be made better, questions posed by a few dozen intellectuals acting with government encouragement will not help, especially when a large fraction of these folk occupy, or are seen by the common man or woman as occupying, an adversary posture vis-à-vis the common culture.

Still, there is currently a congressional conversation about the importance of the NEH relative to other recipients of scarce public resources, and the National Conversation kit is timely as evidence.

March 26, 1995


Neo-Paternalism andthe Battered Woman Syndrome
[image: Image]


After having sex with her husband, who then fell asleep, the Denver woman, who was having an extramarital affair at the time and had recently taken out a large life insurance policy on her husband, shot him. She then disordered the house to suggest that the killer had been a burglar, and went to a disco with her sister.

Her conviction was a setback for Lenore Walker, who testified as an expert witness that the woman’s behavior was consistent with the “battered woman syndrome.” Walker says a battered woman is one “repeatedly subjected to any forceful physical or psychological behavior by a man in order to coerce her to do something he wants her to do without any concern for her rights” (emphasis added). Concerning another case, in which the woman initiated the assault, throwing a glass at the husband’s head and hitting him with a chair, Walker says the husband “had been battering her by ignoring her and by working late.”

In Canada, a woman was convicted only of second-degree murder after she stabbed her boyfriend to death following a quarrel. He had never abused her but she is seeking a new trial because she says her history of being abused by other men means she should be able to cite the battered woman syndrome as a defense. In another Canadian case, the syndrome served not merely to establish a mitigating circumstance to reduce the charge from murder to manslaughter, but to produce the acquittal of a woman who shot her husband in the back of the head as he was leaving the room after threatening her. Such cases overturn the traditional rule that deadly force can only be justified by an imminent threat.

Such troubling cases are cited by Michael Weiss and Cathy Young in their study “Feminist Jurisprudence: Equal Rights or Neo-Paternalism?” published by the Cato Institute, Washington’s libertarian think tank. Weiss, a law professor associated with the Texas Public Policy Foundation, and Young, vice president of the Women’s Freedom Network, argue that feminist jurisprudence is portraying women as perpetual victims in need of dispensations that seem to ratify some unflattering stereotypes. These include the neo-Victorian notion that women are frail creatures, easily unhinged, and perhaps having a single sensibility.

The Supreme Court has ruled that a woman can sue an employer for sexual harassment if she experienced a “hostile environment.” Although Weiss and Young are uneasy about intrusive government “regulating the mental comfort level of the workplace,” obviously hostile environments exist and should be actionable. But some feminists insist that harassment be defined as any behavior or “environment” that causes any woman “discomfort.” Weiss and Young compare that to replacing speed limits with a law under which one could be fined for driving through a neighborhood at any speed which made any resident uncomfortable. And is there not something amiss when, as in Minnesota, sexual harassment law covers children from kindergarten on?

Regarding rape, for too long many courts considered rape complaints inherently less trustworthy than complaints pertaining to other crimes, and rape laws unjustly required proof not only of force but of resistance to force, a standard that required victims to risk additional physical harm. But now, write Weiss and Young, some states’ laws have eliminated physical force as an element of the crime. Others, virtually reversing the burden of proof, require the accused to prove consent as an affirmative defense.

In Canada, “sex is rape when the man fails to ‘take reasonable steps’ to ensure consent.” Weiss and Young worry that rape law is sliding from “no means no” to “absence of a yes means no” to a strict criminal liability regime in which “all heterosexual sex is like statutory rape unless affirmative, explicit verbal consent given in a clear and sober frame of mind can be demonstrated.” They cite a dissenting feminist who says “the idea that only an explicit yes means yes” patronizes women by implying “that women, like children, have trouble communicating what they want.”

However, the feminist avant-garde is thinking like this: A woman sued a moving company for damaging her household goods. She lost because she had signed a contract containing an insurance waiver without reading it. A feminist law professor says the woman should have been able to collect anyway, given that she signed hurriedly only because the house was cold and the movers were weary. The professor says the court should have considered that “women are socialized to value other people’s feelings highly, so she was acting like a reasonable woman.”

July 18, 1996


Sex in Sacramento
[image: Image]


“Here’s a cute one,” said the professor according to one of her students. The professor was commenting on one of the slides of female genitalia that she used, together with a catalogue of sex toys, in her lecture on female masturbation. According to the professor’s lawyer, she was discussing masturbation “to help women learn how to achieve more and better orgasms and to help men learn to be better sexual partners.” Just another day in the life of America’s institutions of higher learning.

But why does the professor, Joanne Marrow of California State University in Sacramento, need a lawyer? Because she and CSUS are being sued by a male student who says the lecture made him feel “raped.” He is seeking $2.5 million, saying the lecture constituted sexual harassment of him. That amount, says the thirty-three-year-old student, Craig Rogers, is the price he puts on the lecture’s consequences of “mental anguish, pain and suffering, loss of concentration to study for finals, and emotional distress.” Asked to specify the “damage or injury” that resulted from the experience he said “traumatized” him, Rogers says, “I have had to seek counseling to deal with past problems stemming from pornography.” His lawyer says Rogers used to like pornography, got over that, but was upset by the fact that as a result of Marrow’s materials and manner he became “sexually aroused,” which was “extremely upsetting in a classroom setting.” According to the Sacramento Bee, Rogers says that when Marrow “stroked” some of the images, “I was sitting there in total disgust and yet I was stimulated.”

Anyone with “problems stemming from pornography” might well have problems with Marrow’s lecture, titled “The Anatomy and Function of the Clitoris,” if the lecture was as Rogers remembered it in a description he recorded two days later. What he says he found “sickening” and “horrifying” and made him want to “vomit” included: “She told us about her buying dildos for her family for Christmas, and how one sister didn’t really like the present she got because it wasn’t the right size…. She was showing us all the nooks and crannies and nuances of women’s genitalia…. All the wisecracks about masturbation, about vibrators, and about dildos, and about using a wine bottle, wrapping a wine bottle in a towel, and …” You get the idea.

Among the eighteen ideas that Marrow, a lesbian, hoped listeners would get from her lecture and the slides projected on a large screen (including slides of the genitals of pregnant and postpartum women, and of nine- and eleven-year-old girls) were that women can “use genital self-examination as an exercise in self-acceptance,” that “the sole function of the clitoris is to provide physical pleasure to the woman” and that “women have a right to enjoy their clitoris through masturbation.” The flavor of the course in which Marrow was a guest lecturer is suggested by this from a list of exam questions “taken from supplemental readings”: “The traditional double standard of morality for men and women is an example of: (a) sexual democracy, (b) woman’s freedom from matriarchal responsibility, (c) sexual fascism, (d) the natural superiority of men.” Marrow, who has taught at CSUS since 1974, has recently written, “The policy of silence around sexuality extends into the educational system.”

The taxpayers of California, which is in constant financial crisis these days, can decide whether they like their money put to this use. For the rest of us, the question is: How can Rogers say that Marrow’s lecture constituted sexual harassment? Marrow’s lawyer says, “[Rogers] didn’t like it and therefore he wants it to be illegal.” But it sort of is at CSUS. There the sensitivity enforcers have written an admonitory brochure giving examples of sexual harassment, including this: “The display of sexually explicit pictures or cartoons.” The brochure begins: “If you believe you are a victim of sexual harassment, it is important that you act.” Rogers acted.

Two tenets of contemporary academic life are in hilarious conflict here. One is that academic standards are incompatible with academic freedom, so academics must feel no inhibitions about doing whatever they want. The other is that everyone has a right not to be offended or have their feelings hurt or be otherwise distressed. So Marrow rhapsodizes about wine bottles; Rogers acts like an antebellum southern belle who in the presence of a cad gets the vapors and collapses in a swirl of crinkling crinolines; lawyers are summoned; rights are unsheathed. Marrow says that in the future, “I intend to be even more narrative.” Marrow exemplifies the travesty that much of today’s academia is; so does the theory of victimization and rights that Rogers is invoking.

So it goes on campuses, where sensitivity about rights and sensibilities is particularly advanced. A student at San Bernardino Valley College has filed suit against the college, charging that she was told by an English professor to leave his class because she is not black and the course was reserved for students who are. At the University of Pennsylvania, a female student from Jamaica was asked to leave a meeting of “White Women Against Racism” because that is a “support group” and the presence of a black person would make the white women uncomfortable as they examined their prejudices. Besides, said a representative of the group, “We believe racism is a white problem.” The New York State Education Department is investigating Cornell University’s policy of racial and ethnic dormitories.

Of course campuses have not cornered the market on lunacy. An African-American in Omaha is seeking $40 million compensation for the emotional distress he and his sons suffered from their CD-ROM encyclopedia, which he says contains racial slurs. He is suing the company that made it and the store that sold it because when he inadvertently typed “nigger” while looking for references to the Niger River, he found that the CD-ROM hurt his feelings by including the word “nigger.” The CD-ROM references include Joseph Conrad’s novel The Nigger of the Narcissus and a passage from a biography of Martin Luther King, Jr. So it goes in a society exquisitely sensitive to rights, including the right to be exquisitely sensitive.

April 3, 1995


Tears and Chinese Take-Out Food at Tufts
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Tears and Chinese take-out food were recently on Tufts University’s political menu. The episode illuminated the paradoxical condition of political passion on America’s campuses, where there is an inverse relationship between the prevalence and the importance of political passions.

Almost everything on campuses has become politicized. But given the peculiar notion of “the political” that obtains on campuses, academics have little political resonance outside their cloistered settings.

Tufts’s student senate includes three nonvoting “culture representatives” elected by voting within organizations of African-Americans, Hispanic-Americans, and Asian-Americans. This bit of “identity politics” expresses contemporary liberalism’s principle of “categorical representation,” which underlies racial gerrymandering and other practices. The principle holds that the interests of particular groups can only be understood, empathized with, and represented by members of that group. Who taught the Tufts students this principle? Their teachers, no doubt.

When the Senate cut $600 from the Chinese Culture Club’s budget, Kim Tran, copresident of the Asian Community at Tufts, said that although the cut was not “face-to-face racism,” it reflected institutional bias against Asians. Carol Wan, the CCC treasurer, called the cut an attack on “the legitimacy” of her culture. A portion of the cut pertained to Chinese takeout food that the CCC ordered for a Chinese New Year observance, and Wan said the cut “questioned the authenticity of take-out food as part of our culture.” The student newspaper reported: “Several times during her speech, Wan began crying. ‘It’s sad that this is happening at Tufts, where it’s supposed to be intercultural,’ she said.”

Nothing lubricates academic decision making as effectively as liberal guilt, so the CCC’s funds were restored. But a lingering question is: Who teaches young people to be so exquisitely sensitive to perceived slights, so ready to read affronts into routine events in everyday life? Their teachers, no doubt.

America’s professoriate is “politicized, yet apolitical.” That is the judgment of Russell Jacoby, an adjunct professor of history at UCLA, writing in The Chronicle of Higher Education. He means that although “the immediate domain of the academic” has been politicized—knowledge and language; what the curriculum contains, what is said in the classroom—there is little interest in real politics.

The politics of the academics is political narcissism, or perhaps it is political solipsism. Jacoby calls it the “politicization of self,” whereby one can be an activist merely by presenting oneself as a political issue, as in: “As a forty-nine-year-old black, lesbian, feminist, socialist mother of two, including one boy, and a member of an interracial couple….” As Jacoby says, “This person’s life is her political project.”

There was a time—and Jacoby, a man of the nostalgic left, regrets its passing—when academics were incandescent about things like the fate of the Spanish Republic or the Vietnam War. But ethnic cleansing in Bosnia barely registered among academics. Instead, they have busied themselves with bizarre utterances such as (Jacoby provides this example) “postcolonial studies” having “positioned itself (sic) as a broad antiimperialist emancipatory project.”

Today the academics’ political—if it can properly be called that—focus is on “interpersonal encounters” and symbolic gestures, as with the instructor at the University of California at Santa Cruz who declared his classroom a deodorant- and perfume-free zone, as an antipollution measure. ’Twas a famous victory….

Jacoby is particularly impatient with the intellectuals’ conceit that various academic practices constitute “subversion” of the established order. In what Jacoby calls “the micropolitics of protest” there is earnest talk of, and courses about, “the insurgency of popular culture” and “the creativity of consumption.” In the jargon of the moment, almost any subject can be “a site of contestation.”

What does that mean? Nothing, really, but it illustrates the comic solemnity of academics investing what they do with cosmic significance. “It is,” Jacoby writes, “all too easy for professors, whose lives unfold in front of books and computer screens, to begin seeing the world as completely made up of texts and symbols, and to conclude (or at least implicitly to believe) that changing the name changes the thing itself.”

Perhaps conservatives should stop complaining about the sandbox politics practiced on campus. The students will outgrow their acquired reflex to read racism into a reluctance to subsidize take-out food. And the sublimation of political passions into such microdisputes may be a small price to pay for keeping the professors out of serious politics, where their record—remember their many infatuations, from Stalin to Mao to Castro—has been, to put it mildly, mixed.

April 18, 1996


The Sensitivity Sweepstakes at Chico
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When communicating, little things can mean a lot. The actress Margaret Anglin once sent the following note to another actress, Minnie Fiske: “Margaret Anglin says Mrs. Fiske is the best actress in America.” Mrs. Fiske added two commas and returned the note: “Margaret Anglin, says Mrs. Fiske, is the best actress in America.” Buy a television set, you can get a “universal” remote control, so called because it controls both the set and a VCR. Is it “universal” because a television set and a VCR are, for most Americans, the universe? But perhaps it is possible to subject common usage to scrutiny that is too exacting. As they now know at California State University at Chico.

There someone used the D word and in the ensuing hubbub someone else used the L word. By the time the dust settled, sensitivities had been rubbed raw and an entertaining episode had been added to the annals of political correctness—assuming, perhaps insensitively, that the enforcers of campus orthodoxies are wrong when they say political correctness is a figment of reactionaries’ imaginations. Anyway, here is what happened, as reported in The Chronicle of Higher Education by Courtney Leatherman.

The university administration was looking for a professor of philosophy, so it ran an advertisement: “We are seeking a dynamic classroom teacher and program builder….” Well, sensitive people can only take so much in silence, and two women, an associate professor of English and the university’s affirmative-action director (who initially approved the ad), spoke out. In an e-mail message to an administrator at another institution the affirmative-action director explained:

The concern over the use of the word “dynamic” in advertising was over the fact that this term might send a message that the university is only interested in a certain kind of teaching style—the kinetic, dramatic style. As many members of minority groups are not associated with this style and as many women, particularly “ladylike” women do not go in for this style, it was decided that, as what we are looking for is an excellent teacher regardless of their (sic) teaching styles, it would be better to stay away from the term “dynamic” to avoid confusion.

Let us not trivialize this insight by citing contrary evidence that is merely anecdotal. (Jesse Jackson and Lady Thatcher, not dynamic; Al Gore and Richard Lugar, dynamic.) The university’s provost, a sensitive sort, saw the point, saying “There is no necessary connection between being dynamic and being an excellent teacher,” which is true. In subsequent ads the word “excellent” was substituted for “dynamic.”

The associate professor of English said dynamic teachers may not be excellent, merely “windbags.” She also noted that her Asian and Hispanic students are more reticent than whites in classes. However, she gave a Darwinian explanation of why most women academics are dynamic: “We had to compete with aggressive white males to get our jobs.”

A Chico professor of history who is marvelously unmarked by modern history dismissed the controversy as “an incredibly tortured abuse of the English language,” and a professor of philosophy said the university had advertised for a program builder, for goodness sake, and “didn’t say ‘inseminator’ or ‘nurturer.’ ” And it had better not.

A dean—deans are sensitive; it is part of the job description—said future advertisements will use adjectives like “innovative and creative.” Only someone as dumb as a drawer full of doorknobs would suggest that those adjectives do not fit some minorities.

But before bidding farewell to sensitivity-soaked Chico, it would be nice to know why an associate professor of English bandies the provocative word “ladylike” and yet is allowed to remain at large. Everyone knows that that locution serves to privilege the phallocentric patriarchy’s gender-benders. And why would a self-respecting, dynamic woman academic, having clawed her way into academia past aggressive white males, give a hoot what happens to females so retrograde as to allow themselves to seem “ladylike”?

Such conundrums constantly vex and roil campuses. And they should. After all, this is an age in which a town has removed DEAD END signs because they cause some people to think of death, and one university’s law review uses, when possible, only female pronouns (except, of course, when referring to criminal defendants) and an Eddie Bauer catalogue has offered pitch-saturated kindling wood “felled by lightning or other natural causes,” lest the friends of trees have their feelings hurt. Higher education must keep pace.

January 11, 1996


Anti-Americanism at the Smithsonian
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President Clinton is looking for love in all the wrong places, with fatuities like a “middle-class bill of rights” and banalities like another increase in the minimum wage. He could add ten easy points to his approval rating without spending a dime or more than five minutes of his time. But before saying how, consider how life has felt to many Americans during recent decades of in-your-face government.

Their children have been bused away from neighborhood schools. Their children have come home from school, using the condoms they got there as bookmarks in the books they got there (Heather Has Two Mommies and Daddy Has a Roommate), condoms that are facets of sex education designed to compensate for the presumed backwardness of the parents. They have seen courts concoct myriad constitutional impediments to the execution of even vicious killers, and have seen courts make it problematic for parents even to be notified when their minor children want to have abortions. They have seen their nation’s electoral map smeared with congressional districts shaped like roadkill so that some government-certified victim group can enjoy an entitlement to send one of its own to Washington. They have seen the federal government weave a racial, ethnic, and sexual spoils system, the premise of which is that life in America is so dismal that about 280 percent of the population qualifies for victim status. (A Hispanic-surnamed lesbian qualifies three times over—four if she is “disabled” by the “stress” of working.) They have been called Yahoos for objecting to their tax dollars being used to display photographs of bullwhips in rectums and crucifixes in jars of urine. They have recently seen their tax dollars finance the writing of ideologically tendentious standards for the teaching of history (nineteen references to McCarthyism, none to Edison; the founding of the Sierra Club and National Organization for Women are considered momentous; so are Prudence Crandell and Speckled Snake).

The Smithsonian Institution, like the history standards, is besotted with the cranky anti-Americanism of the campuses where the American left has gone to lick its wounds, rationalize its irrelevance, and teach the humanities as an indictment of America as a blemish on Western civilization, which itself is considered a blemish on the planet. Four years ago the Smithsonian produced an “art” exhibit, “The West as America,” wherein westward expansion was portrayed as an alloy of only three elements—capitalist rapacity, genocide, and ecocide. And now the Smithsonian is hipdeep in another morass of its own making.

For the fiftieth anniversary this August of Hiroshima, the Smithsonian is planning to display the fuselage of the Enola Gay, the B-29 that dropped the bomb. The Smithsonian wants to portray Japan as yet another victim of racist, imperialist America. Said the Smithsonian’s initial script, “For most Americans, this … was a war of vengeance. For most Japanese, it was a war to defend their unique culture against Western imperialism.” Never mind that the Japanese used bayonets to try to pin their unique culture to Manchuria, China, Southeast Asia, and the Philippines.

Washington knows what the Smithsonian is up to, thanks to the reporting of the Washington Post’s Ken Ringle and the Post’s editorials. (“Incredibly propagandistic and intellectually shabby,” said the Post of the Smithsonian’s initial plans.) And on television last Sunday, the president’s chief of staff, Leon Panetta, was asked if he understood how annoying the Smithsonian’s antics are to many people.

He said: We are in a “transition period” and people are “angry about a lot of things”—government, their security, their children’s future—and we need “tough decisions” and not “simplified answers.” Panetta’s questioner tried again, asking if Panetta can sympathize with people who say, “Can’t the government in Washington even display artifacts without attacking the country?” Panetta replied that “there are legitimate views on all sides of difficult issues like that.”

Until Democrats—what is the matter with them?—stop talking such mush about assaults on the nation’s values and honor, their party will continue to wither. But suppose Panetta’s boss strode into the White House press room and, with appropriate podium-pounding, declared: “Heads are going to roll and funds are going to become scarce at the Smithsonian unless the cloth-headed, condescending perpetrators of such insulting rubbish quit using our money to tell us that our nation is nasty and that we are philistines for resenting it when our betters tutor us about our nation’s sinfulness.” Etcetera.

Five minutes, maximum. Ten points, minimum.

January 26, 1995


Of Metal Dollars and Males Bondingwith Strippers
[image: Image]


Women on the farther shores of feminism might be right after all. Perhaps America really is a phallocentric patriarchy run for the convenience of men. Perhaps that is why Congress is so reluctant to save hundreds of millions a year by replacing the one dollar bill with a longer-lived metal coin.

Metal coins, although heavier than paper bills, are fine for women to carry in their purses, less so for men’s pants pockets. So metal coins may be too great a sacrifice even for this autumn of frugality.

Still, if metal coins replaced dollar bills, men might start carrying purses, which would advance an agenda favored by many advanced thinkers, that of blurring the distinction between the sexes. And a men’s purse industry would nicely nudge the economy onward. So, the metal dollar would be a triple play—an economic stimulus, a bite out of the deficit, and an affirmation of androgyny.

Every other industrial nation has replaced with metal coins those paper bills valued comparably to the dollar. Of course the Clinton administration, which praises generic “change” and opposes most specific changes, opposes the metal dollar. However, hundreds of millions of dollars in savings is not chopped liver. Think of all the chocolate-covered performance artists and homoerotic photography exhibits the National Endowment for the Arts could sponsor with that piece of change. You would rather not think of that? Then think of whatever the government does that you would like it to do more of. Take your time.

But while you tarry, interest groups are weighing in. Kelly Owen of the Los Angeles Times role="txbf" reports that the Mount Vernon Ladies Association, keeper of George Washington’s memory, is appalled that their hero would lose his place of honor on the venerable greenback. Some people worry that the metal dollar would look too much like a quarter, but metal partisans say it could be colored by including copper in it. Of course that, like everything else anyone thinks of doing, alarms environmentalists, who say copper mining makes holes in the ground, pollutes water, and disturbs animals.

The American Council of the Blind favors a metal dollar for obvious reasons. But the metal dollar is opposed by a group called Save the Green-back, which Kelly Owen says represents unions from the Bureau of Printing and Engraving and companies that supply things like the ink and linen that go into dollar bills. Urban mass transit officials prefer metal to paper. The Chicago Transit Authority, for example, spends twenty-two dollars to straighten and count every thousand one dollar bills, and it counts 285,000 a day. The vending machine industry is backing the metal dollar, although vending machines are perfectly capable of ingesting a perfectly ironed paper dollar.

The metal dollar is an idea ripe for this autumn, which features the Republican Congress calling the nation’s bluff. Republicans are saying to the country: You say you want a balanced budget. How much do you want it? Enough to bear the burden of metal dollars?

Apparently not, perhaps because the last two times the government tried metal dollars, it made a hash of things. The Eisenhower dollar, introduced in 1971, was a clunker, the size of the old silver dollar. Besides, paper dollars stayed in circulation, as they did in 1979 when the Susan B. Anthony dollar appeared, looking too much like a quarter. The mint stopped making the things after three years, although the mint still has many millions of them in a closet.

John F. Kelly of the Washington Post reports that some women artists, and men who salute their artistry, passionately want paper dollars preserved. The women are topless dancers who receive part of their compensation in the form of dollar bills tucked into their garters and G-strings by appreciative patrons. This form of positive feedback could not survive the coming of metal dollars, according to an expert that Kelly found. He is Don Waitt, publisher of the Exotic Dancer Directory. (Is this a prolific country, or what?)

“Girls,” says Waitt, “have been dancing topless and nude since caveman days. They’ll find a way to adapt, whether it’s to carry a cup or something else. But it definitely destroys the whole mystique and the whole give and take of the industry. When you tip the girl a dollar, there is a brief bond there, or an imagined bond between the girl and the guy. To just drop a dollar into a cup, it’s just not the same.”

A balanced budget will involve pain, but evidently will not involve the cruelty of metal money that would impede such bonding.

November 2, 1995


Baby Boomers, So Elevated in Every Way …
[image: Image]


What? You say you have not yet bought a Patek Philippe wristwatch? Yes, of course, no law says you have to do the right thing for your descendants. But, really, buying such a watch, even though it is a bit pricey, is not crass. Quite the contrary, it is simply the thoughtful, genteel thing to do.

That is the message of a successful advertising campaign. Patek Philippe is easily selling all the watches it allocates to the American market, where, says a Texas jewelry store owner, people “are coming in and asking for the watch in the ad.” This is worth pondering because advertising generally works not when it changes society’s mind but rather when it conforms to society’s thinking.

The ads appear in magazines read by people who, to say no more, know where their next meal is coming from—magazines like Forbes, Town & Country, Architectural Digest, and Newsweek International. One version features a photograph from the rear of the rear—the photo is cropped just above his waist—of a man seated on a piano bench. Beneath the bench dangle the legs of a child in pajamas. The child is sitting on the man’s lap, evidently playing on the keyboard. The text of the ad reads:

Begin your own tradition.

Whatever innovations Patek Philippe introduce, every watch is still crafted by hand…. And because of the exceptional workmanship, each one is a unique object. Which is perhaps why some people feel that you never actually own a Patek Philippe. You merely look after it for the next generation.

In another ad, three generations of blonde females are in the backseat of a car, and in ecstasy. Mother and grandmother, both looking vivacious, flank a winsome girl who is blowing bubbles, delighting the other two. The text says:

Begin your own tradition.

Every Patek Philippe watch is crafted by hand. So each one is subtly different from the next. This is what makes it uniquely personal to its owner. The ladies’ Golden Ellipse ref. 4831 has 160 of the finest diamonds set in 18 karat solid gold. Any woman who owns one will treasure it, enhancing its true value for the one who wears it next.

Get it? Spending more than $8,000 for a flashy watch—the Golden Ellipse costs $15,000—may be a pleasure, but certainly not a tacky pleasure, or only a pleasure. It also is an act of altruism, of responsible stewardship regarding a tradition. In short, it is … family values.

This, according to a Forbes news story on the advertising campaign, is what a deep thinker about social trends calls “conditional hedonism.” Cheryl Russell, who writes Boomer Report, puts it in perspective: “Family history and heirlooms become increasingly important in life, particularly when parents start dying, and that’s exactly the situation a lot of boomers are in right now.” (“Could become an heirloom,” says the Lands’ End catalogue about … a handmade cableknit sweater.)

Wouldn’t you know that the baby-boom generation, which has pioneered new dimensions of narcissism and self-approval, would find a way to flatter itself by presenting conspicuous consumption as an activity of high-mindedness and social responsibility, like recycling soda cans or mailing a check to Planned Parenthood. And this has a political dimension, in light of the history of greed, as currently understood.

Greed, like other forms of disagreeableness, entered the world when Adam and Eve were disobedient. Still, through the centuries the human race had its moral ups as well as downs, producing, on the up side, such exemplary people as Socrates and Saint Francis and Adlai Stevenson. But at noon on January 20, 1981, there began a big down: the Reagan Era of Greed.

It was terrible. Young men started wearing red suspenders and selling one another junk bonds, and even government employees got caught up in the dark spirit of the times—became, so to speak, victims of the Reagan Era of Greed. When authorities finally caught on to the spying that Aldrich Ames had begun doing for money during the 1980s, Newsweek explained that “greed was a national pastime in the mid-eighties.”

Because the Reagan Era of Greed was replaced by something kinder and gentler at noon on January 20, 1989, and especially because the White House has been scrubbed clean of Republicans since January 20, 1993, it is important to understand that it is theoretically impossible for coarse materialism or other wretched excess to be at work in America today. Granted, there is a brisk business in Patek Philippe watches, $1,600 Hermès handbags, $600 Gucci boots, $2,000 Chanel suits, and Porsches and Mercedes-Benzes. But only superficial people will be misled by the superficial resemblance to the bad old days, as the Washington Post’s Margaret Webb Pressler explains: “This market has evolved from the ‘greed-is-good’ era 1980s, when well-to-do consumers wanted glitzy products to show off their new wealth. Now, the emphasis is on traditional brand names that connote quality.”

You do see the difference, don’t you? As Pressler notes, “Glitz is out; quality is in.” In the morally improved 1990s, customers want brands which, “although wildly expensive, convey extremely high quality and a sense of timelessness.” For example, a Patek Philippe watch “doesn’t shout a message of status; rather, it’s a quiet statement to a more discerning group of people.” Retailers and analysts tell Pressler that spending “is not as showy or status-conscious as it was in the 1980s. People who can afford luxury goods still want to have something that sets them apart, but they don’t want or need to advertise it the way they used to.”

That is, unlike in the Reagan Era of Greed, people now want to be set apart, but tastefully, and as custodians of heirlooms for the rising generations of altruists. You do see the difference, don’t you?

March 3, 1997


A Heartbreak Hunk and a Nice Prom
[image: Image]


“What does a woman want?” Freud famously asked, then failed to answer in a slew of books. But suppose he were still with us and asked, “What does a teenage girl want?” That’s easy: Brad Pitt and a nice prom.

That conclusion is reached after deep and prolonged immersion in the fat, glossy magazines that cater to that cohort of females. The two most successful magazines are Seventeen and YM (which stands for Young and Modern). The New York Times recently reported that those two, each with a circulation of about two million, are in hot competition for the advertisers who are in hot competition for the loose change in the pockets of the baggy jeans of teenage girls. It is a tidy sum: $34 billion. It can buy a lot of skin cream (“Every moisturizer is soft on skin. Here’s one that’s tough on zits”), compact discs, prom dresses, and tickets to Brad Pitt movies.

Pitt played the younger brother in A River Runs Through It. In it he was a terrific fly fisherman. He is even better as a subject for magazine stories, such as “Heartbreak Hunk Brad Pitt” and “Brad Pitt’s Weird Secret” (the secret is that he carries a roll of toilet paper in his car). He even creeps into advice on decoding dreams: “If you dream about Brad Pitt, you want a long-term romance with a guy you’re crushing on.”

About that last item, two things to remember. First, “long-term” is a phrase with elastic meaning. Witness a letter that begins, “My boyfriend and I got into a fight on the night of our one-month anniversary.” And if the use of “crush” as a verb in the paragraph above gives you the willies, you will find these magazines hard sledding. Their texts are blizzards of sentences featuring words like “stressed” and “bummed” and “psyched” and “grossed.” And “like,” as in the title of an article, “Like, Yuk: Don’t Be a Fashion Disaster.” And “omigod,” as in this cover headline: “Omigod! My Boyfriend Gave Me a Gross Disease.”

Which brings us to the subject of sex. It does pop up. About everything: “Extra: Best Bikini (Make Him Sweat).” The New York Times says that YM, somewhat the brassier of the two magazines, features “sex-on-the-surface articles about how to attract young men and then avoid sex with them.” Not always.

True, YM reports—with a breathlessness suggesting astonishment, but with the evident intent to reassure readers that abstinence is not weird— this: “70 percent of all teenagers are still virgins by the time they turn sixteen.” And a recent cover story was, “Guy Virgins: Why So Many Hunks Are Holding Out.”

Evidently readers are looking for advice, and some of the advice is useful in dispelling misunderstandings, such as “You can’t get pregnant the first time you have sex.” Says YM, briskly: “Yes, you can. Sex isn’t like the SATs, where the first time doesn’t always count.”

Much of the advice is not, well, strenuously judgmental: “Get to know what kind of person someone is before you have sex with him.” But a lot of the advice concerns rather sweet worries, such as “My boyfriend is really into PDAs.” (Those are public displays of affection.) And there is a remarkable amount of analysis of the mechanics and etiquette of kissing, which turns out to be more complicated for novices than you, seasoned reader, may remember.

When you come up for air after a dive into these magazines, you are decidedly not nostalgic for your teenage years, which obviously are years of high anxiety—about hair, skin, nails, breath, and every other facet of the body. For teenage girls, even more than for teenage boys, the body is a comprehensive problem, and a frequent betrayer.

A fundamental philosophic debate is between those who say “I have a body” and those who say “I am a body.” There are many more of the former than of the latter, partly—largely, no doubt—because humanity’s self-esteem is served by the idea that there is more to us than flesh and blood and sinew.

Is there really a “ghost in the machine”? Let’s not try to settle that here and now. But regarding teenagers of all sorts—and some of my friends, including one of my best friends, my daughter, are in that cohort—let us note a thought from essayist Joseph Epstein. In his latest book, With My Trousers Rolled, he faults one author for “anthropomorphizing children.” But it is acceptable to do that with teenagers.

July 13, 1995


At Melissa Drexler’s Prom
[image: Image]


According to a friend, eighteen-year-old Melissa Drexler paused in front of the mirror in the bathroom to touch up her makeup before rejoining her date on the dance floor at the prom. She had just tossed her six-pound, six-ounce baby boy into a trash bin next to the bloodstained stall in the restroom where she had given birth. “She seemed to be enjoying herself,” said a classmate about Drexler’s postpartum dancing.

Medical examiners have determined that the baby was alive during the birthing process, which occurred early in the prom. He was soon discovered by a maintenance worker who thought the trash bag was unusually heavy. Unsuccessful attempts were made to resuscitate him.

Believe it or not, much may depend on whether it can be determined that the baby died before the umbilical cord was cut. Or whether the air sacs in his lungs inflated, indicating that he breathed, however briefly, independent of his mother. Ms. Drexler may be charged with something. Maybe murder. Maybe endangering a child. (Maybe conducting a partial-birth abortion at a prom without a license?)

Who taught Ms. Drexler to think, or not think, in a way that caused her to regard her newborn baby as disposable trash? Many people and things, no doubt.

She may have come from a less than attentive home environment. An assistant prosecutor says family members did not know she was pregnant. She has grown up in a society that does not stress deferral of gratification, and it’s not her fault that the baby arrived during the prom, for Pete’s sake. She has come of age in a society where condom-dispensing schools teach sex education in the modern manner, which has been well-described as plumbing for hedonists. If she is like millions of other young adults, she has spent thousands of hours watching movies and television programs not designed to encourage delicacy of feelings or to suggest that sexuality has morally complex dimensions and serious consequences. If she is like millions of other young adults, she has pumped into her ears thousands of hours of the coarsening lyrics of popular music. And she certainly has grown up in a social atmosphere saturated with opinion leaders’ approbation of, and collaboration with, the political program of reducing abortion—the killing of something—to a mere “choice,” like choosing to smoke a cigarette, only not nearly that serious.

However, foremost among the moral tutors who prepared Ms. Drexler to act as she did is the Supreme Court. By pretending in Roe v. Wade not to know when life begins, the Court encouraged looking away from the stark fact that abortion kills something. Ignoring elementary science, the Court said, preposterously, that a fetus is “potential life.” But as Walker Percy, an M.D. as well as a novelist, wrote, it is a commonplace of modern biology that a life begins “when the chromosomes of the sperm fuse with the chromosomes of the ovum to form a new DNA complex that thenceforth directs the ontogenesis of the organism.” Percy continued: “The onset of individual life is not a dogma of the church but a fact of science. How much more convenient if we lived in the thirteenth century, when no one knew anything about microbiology and arguments about the onset of life were legitimate.”

Biology does not allow the abortion argument to be about, or anyone to be agnostic about, when life begins. Conscientious people can disagree about the appropriate moral and legal status to be accorded the life that abortion ends. But science complicates—to say no more—the “prochoice” movement’s project of making the world safe for the likes of Ms. Drexler, the project of presenting the ending of an inconvenient young life as akin to a bowel movement.

Pregnancy is a continuum. What begins at conception will, if there is no natural misfortune or deliberate attack, become a child. If it becomes a child at a prom, it must be attacked quickly, lest the whole night be a bummer.

The barbarism at the prom is being termed a “tragedy” calling for “compassion” all around. No, an earthquake is a tragedy. This is an act of wickedness—a wicked choice—and a society incapable of anger about it is simply decadent. Perhaps the brevity of the life of Ms. Drexler’s son will accelerate the transformation of the nation’s vague unrest into a vivid consciousness that today’s abortion culture, with its casual creation and destruction of life, is evil.

June 15, 1997

POSTSCRIPT

“Go tell the boys we’ll be right out,” Ms. Drexler called to a friend from thestall before returning to the dance, where she ate a salad. Authorities surmisethat she may have cut the umbilical cord with the sharp edge of a sanitary napkin dispenser. Two weeks later Ms. Drexler was charged with murder andendangering the welfare of a child. An assistant county medical examinerestablished the cause of the baby’s death as “asphyxia due to manual strangulation and obstruction of the external airway orifices.” Said a countyprosecutor, “The child was alive when he was born. It fits the definition of a‘knowing murder.’ ” Some people, conducting diagnoses from a distance, argued that Ms. Drexler’s act was so aberrant as to be indicative of psychosisand without social significance derived from promptings by the culture. However, this was the third case—the third of which there was knowledge—of alleged infanticide and baby abandonment involving New Jerseyyouths within a few months. And the Washington Post story reporting Ms.Drexler’s indictment included this: “Since the prom-baby case at least twoother newborns have been found, one of them alive, after being abandoned innorthern New Jersey.” This, just in one part of one state. It is a big country.

The day Ms. Drexler’s indictment was reported, the lead story in the Post’s Metro section began: “Whoever discarded the baby yesterday did notbother to wrap her. She was dumped naked amid a pile of beer cans and cigarettebutts on the cold concrete floor of an apartment building storageroom at Alpine Apartments in Temple Hills, Prince George’s County [Maryland]police reported yesterday.”


Choice
[image: Image]


—The New York Times, August 17, 1996

RACINE, WISCONSIN—On a cold night last March, Deborah J. Zimmerman, drunk and nearly nine months pregnant, was wheeled into alocal hospital for an emergency Cesarean section. As the obstetricsstaff pleaded with her to allow attachment of a fetal monitor, Ms. Zimmermanat first refused. Insisting that she did not want to give birth, she told a surgical aide, “I’m just going to go home and keep drinkingand drink myself to death, and I’m going to kill this thing because Idon’t want it anyways.” Later that night she gave birth to a girl whoseblood alcohol level was .199, nearly twice the threshold for a legalfinding of intoxication in Wisconsin…. Ms. Zimmerman … has beencharged with attempted murder.

—Associated Press, October 17, 1996

CORPUS CHRISTI, TEXAS—A man who drove drunk into a pregnantwoman’s car was convicted today of killing the woman’s baby, whowas born a month and a half premature because of the crash. Jurorswere not required to consider whether Krystal Zuniga was a person ora fetus at the time of the accident….

—The New York Times, October 28, 1996

A healthy baby girl only a few hours old was found yesterday in acardboard box outside an apartment building in Brooklyn….

—The New York Times, November 19, 1996

COMMACK, LONG ISLAND—A cleaner found the body of a newborn in amovie theater rest room this morning, and the authorities said theinfant had died of asphyxiation.
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