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Thanks to . . .


Our families for humoring every: bad life decision, horrible career path, anxiety-ridden phone call, and conversation that segued from laughing to crying.


The Citizen Radio Maniacs, who make us feel less alone. And to the CR family: Camille, Kevin, Sally, Hilary, and Jits.


Robin. Without your help, CR would not exist.


And Dangles . . . Fuck you, buddy. We wrote a book!




“The fools . . . THE FOOLS. Look at them. Foolish plebeians! Burn! BURRRRRRNNNNNN!”


—Wolf Blitzer (probably)





PREFACE



In Which the Authors Interview Ralph Nader in the Bathtub


There were many points at which security could (and, in retrospect, should) have stopped us from entering MSNBC.


For starters, we are both covered in tattoos, neither of us possesses particularly sophisticated sartorial tastes, Allison sometimes has accidental “death stare,” and Jamie often mistakes creepy for charming. We may have also had the wild-eyed, sweaty demeanor of newly liberated podcasters, recently escaped from an internet radio network that had asked us to take on Big Business sponsors—something we had strictly sworn off.


You see, the authors had aspirations of being pristine angels of independent media, untouched and unsullied by corporate cash. We would be the people’s media—that was the whole idea behind the name of our show, Citizen Radio. There was also the fact that no sponsor in their right mind would touch our show, but phrasing it the first way made us feel better about ourselves.


That concept of being sponsor-free hadn’t flown with the people who, ya know, we were supposed to be making money for. Say, our former boss.


Our whole career up until that point had essentially been managers, agents, and other boss-types saying, “We love you because you are political and edgy!” Then, once they saw what that nightmare actually entails, added, “Hey, could you not be political or edgy? But everything else, we LOVE!”


Case in point: During a time when we were covering the NSA warrantless surveillance controversy, circa 2007, our former boss asked us to take on AT&T as a sponsor. Mind you, at the time AT&T was being sued over allegations that the company provided the NSA with its customers’ phone and internet communications as part of a vast data-mining operation, so to us it seemed a bit like a conflict of interest.


“This is Citizen Radio saying, if you are going to be spied on, be spied on by the best: AT&T! They’re always listening!”


That’s when we decided to walk. We didn’t need a network or bosses. We were going to be free and supported by our listeners! This was the first day of our triumphant escape from the milieu of servitude. No one would dictate what stories we could and could not cover. No one would censor us!


Freedom! Beautiful, terrible freedom!


The only problem was: no one knew us. No one knew what Citizen Radio was. Then, we had a brilliant idea. We would get some big names to appear on the podcast as guests to drive up traffic. Sure, no one knew who the hell Allison Kilkenny and Jamie Kilstein were, but have you heard of a little lady named Rachel Maddow? Huh?? Have you?!


That’s what we thought.


Thus, in order to flee the belly of the beast, we found ourselves entering its lair. Corporateville. Sucktown. MSNBC. Mainstream media.


Sure, it was the liberal arm of the giant, but it was still the very thing we were trying to escape. This was sort of like if Code Pink hired General Petraeus as their PR person.


Regardless, Maddow was nice enough to invite us to a taping of her show and to sit down for an interview with us afterward.


NBC Studios at 30 Rock is located inside a beautiful building that was constructed to make you feel upon crossing its threshold like a failure who will never amount to anything. Or that’s how we felt walking in, anyway. Everything is sleek surfaces and severe right angles. The carpet is printed with millions of small NBC peacocks, mocking your very existence. They seem to say, “Welcome to the real show, stupid podcasters!”


This was back in 2010, when MSNBC had recently granted Lawrence O’Donnell his own spot following Maddow. In fact, he was set to debut his show that very evening. Allison was dismayed at this news. From the first moment she laid eyes upon Mr. O’Donnell’s face, Allison has always harbored a general mistrust of him. Maybe it was because of the MSNBC commercials where he’s seemingly annexed a grade school classroom, occupied it, and refused to leave, and is now mansplaining life to his audience. Allison always imagined a class of third graders just out of frame, noses pressed to the door, their cries muffled as they plead, “Can we come back in yet, Mr. O’Donnell??”


Maddow’s studio is a state-of-the-art thing of beauty. The three cameras that film the show are robotic and glide around the lacquered floor in an intricate ballet. For comparison, our current studio is located inside our apartment and our equipment comprises a laptop, microphones, and a blue kid’s table from IKEA that cost twenty dollars. When we have a guest over, instead of having an unpaid intern who offers them a cappuccino, we have Jamie, who offers them a Zyrtec because “if the cats don’t come in the office, they throw a real fit. This will help with the sneezing.”


As an observer at MSNBC, you feel like a big clumsy ape in the robot cameras’ presences, relocated to the side of the set on one of three chairs propped up on a platform, desperately trying not to do anything that will fuck up this awesome high-tech choreography.


Jamie glared angrily at the cameras. Citizen Radio is an extremely low-budget affair (remember: IKEA table), but was especially so in the early days, when we recorded the show on our cell phones. Both hosts (i.e., us) called into the same number and a soundboard on the internet would record the show. It’s cool in the sense that anyone—literally, anyone—can create their own show, and we thought, Hey! We’re anyone! Let’s make a pretend phone show!


The only problem was, if the hosts stood too close together, there was massive feedback. This resulted in some highly awkward moments like when Allison and Jamie were interviewing then presidential candidate Ralph Nader, who was under the impression he was on a real show.


Nader gave a compelling answer to some question, and thrilled, Jamie flew back into the main room to give Allison an enthusiastic thumbs-up, which is when feedback tore through the room, and Allison whisper-shouted, “GET BACK IN THE BATHROOM!”


Jamie conducted the rest of the interview squatted in the bathtub and Mr. Nader probably realized he’d made a terrible mistake.


MSNBC doesn’t have to deal with these kinds of problems. When Chris Matthews’s earpiece goes out, he doesn’t look over to Thomas Roberts, who is happily giving him the thumbs-up, and have to scream, “Back in the tub, Roberts!”


Jamie was having Nader-related flashbacks and was convinced he was going to somehow mess up The Rachel Maddow Show. The show is live and he has a track record of ruining quiet moments. Earlier that year, he accidentally pocket-dialed his brother during his family’s Passover prayer. His family is still mad about that to this day. Seriously.


When you get on set at Maddow’s show, guests are hooked into a sound pack so they can hear the whole show, including the video clips Maddow plays throughout the hour. The pack is fixed to the waistband of the guest’s pants and a cord extends upward to an earpiece. Then the entire apparatus is attached to the chair. Other than the mouth-breather guests, the studio is virtually empty: just Rachel Maddow, a producer, and chairs.


Jamie did a frantic checklist. For example, he made sure his phone was off, so no one would hear his ringtone (Glee’s “Don’t Stop Believing”) during Maddow’s Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell segment. And as if he wasn’t stressed enough, now the authors were each strapped to a chair, perched atop a tiny ledge.


It’s the worst place in the world to, say, have a spasming coughing fit. Unfortunately, that’s exactly what happened to Allison, who desperately tried to remain quiet by muffling her distressed wheezing into her hand as though one of the robot cameras might come to life and attack her.


Jamie stared in shocked disbelief, not only trying to figure out what the hell to do, but also because it wasn’t his fault! He wasn’t the embarrassment! Allison was the responsible one. She’s the one who drives to the emergency room, while Jamie is the one who asks, “How much blood can you lose before you die?!”


The harder she tried not to cough, the worse it got. Knowing she was about to experience an epic coughing fit, Allison darted off the platform, completely forgetting she was anchored to the chair. She would have torn it off the stage and fallen through the curtain had it not been for Jamie grabbing the chair as it flew past him. Allison quickly untangled herself from the sound pack, parted the curtains that led to the main floor of the studio, and nearly ran headfirst into . . .


Lawrence Fucking O’Donnell.


Allison almost clotheslined the guy set to debut his show that night, while projecting mucus all over his face, which in a weird way, is kind of a perfect metaphor for Citizen Radio. As cool as their elevators are, as nice as it would be to have a staff, or an office, or ROBOTS, it was clear this whole establishment-media thing and us would never work. Even when we’re somehow accidentally on the inside, we always manage to fuck shit up.





INTRODUCTION



#NEWSFAIL: None of the News That’s Fit to Print


The mainstream media has always been focused on sexy over substance, drama over facts—on what the scary Muslim next door might be plotting, which dishwashing liquid might kill you, or how the scary Muslim next door will use dishwashing liquid to kill you—while not reporting on what should actually be terrifying us. But their shallow coverage accelerated in 1996 when an insane Australian mogul named Rupert Murdoch bought Fox News Channel, a twenty-four-hour news station. Thus began not only Murdoch’s foray into media empire construction, but also the birth of ’round-the-clock political propaganda channels masquerading as news.


Murdoch hired a frothing-at-the-mouth bulldog named Roger Ailes as Fox News’s CEO and together they grew the network during the 1990s and 2000s to become the leading cable news network in the United States. Who could blame Americans for falling in love with Fox News? The hosts had SO MANY flag lapel pins!


During this time, forces on the left (the corporate left, anyway) decided to answer propaganda with . . . more propaganda! Starting in the mid-2000s, MSNBC, largely in response to the travesty of the US-led Iraq invasion, adopted an increasingly “progressive” stance later marketed as “Lean Forward” in a “we’re in this together” ad campaign designed to elevate the network above its combative competitors.


But it was ironic that MSNBC adopted the progressive brand given that its behavior has been, and continues to be, extremely antiprogressive much of the time. Though it attempted to market itself as the network of the left, it quickly became clear MSNBC was more concerned with toeing the Democratic Party line than facilitating a space for purely liberal (or dare we hope, progressive) ideas.


Back in 2002, veteran talk show host Phil Donahue returned to TV with a show called Donahue on MSNBC. He did really well in the ratings, beating shows like Hardball with Chris Matthews and Scarborough Country, but Donahue was also a vocal critic of the Iraq invasion, and on February 25, 2003, MSNBC canceled the show, which probably doesn’t sound very progressive to you. Unless maybe Donahue was a secret homophobic abortion protester?


Nope. Turns out, the New York Times intercepted an in-house memo in which a network executive complained: “Donahue represents a difficult public face for NBC in a time of war.”1 Fox News was crushing it in the ratings at the time by having blond women and ’roid-raging anchor dudes scream “AMERICA!!!” into the camera along with their camouflage-clad guests. On the “progressive network,” Donahue was hosting thoughtful debates about the pros and cons of invading Iraq. That is, until they fired him.


This was by no means an isolated moment of partisanship.


When MSNBC anchor Ed Schultz had investigative journalist Jeremy Scahill on his show in 2011, Scahill pointed out that by putting boots on the ground in Libya, the United States would effectively be taking sides in a civil war. But what Schultz apparently heard was “DEATH TO AMERICA!” Here is the transcript:


Schultz: I take President Obama’s word for it, that troops will not be engaged on the ground. I take his word for it. Now, if he wants to hang me and my opinion out to dry as an American, that’s fine.


Scahill: Well, you know what? Your President Obama—


Schultz: My President Obama?


Scahill: He didn’t call—


Schultz: My President Obama? Is it your president, too? Jeremy, is he—wait a minute now. You’re not going to beat to the water’s edge. Is he your president, too?


Scahill: Of course. I’m an American.


Schultz: Okay.2


•  •  •


Here was a journalist speaking out against war, which in theory is supposed to be a democratic principle, but because we have a Democrat in the White House, Ed waged a live mini-McCarthy test on Jeremy, who we’re pretty sure is not a Libyan spy.


And Ed wasn’t alone among “progressive” news anchors in worshipping the president to the exclusion of any dissenting opinions. In a 2011 interview with 60 Minutes, fellow MSNBC host Al Sharpton vowed never to criticize President Obama under any circumstances.


Sharpton told 60 Minutes that if he finds fault with Obama, he’d be aiding those who want to destroy him. So Sharpton, a civil rights activist, has decided not to criticize the president about anything—even about black unemployment, which is twice the national rate.


Choosing not to criticize the president, even when he’s wrong, even when he’s doing very bad things, and instead lauding only the happy achievements of the administration, is not reporting the news—it’s called peddling propaganda. It’s like a football commentator refusing to acknowledge when his favorite team is playing badly. Only this time his bumbling team has the largest nuclear arms stockpile in the world and a fumble means the annihilation of the human species.


But listen, this isn’t a book about journalistic objectivity, which in itself is a total myth. All journalists, reporters, and CEOs are biased. That’s human nature. Even the authors of this book have biases! The only difference is, we’re right. (Sorry.) But when networks stop engaging in journalism—which is more than reaching a conclusion first and then interviewing people for supporting quotes—and start becoming nothing more than satellite outposts of the RNC and DNC beamed directly into American living rooms and station wagons 24/7, that’s when this country is in trouble. There’s a difference between being a media professional who holds certain beliefs and core values and being a partisan hack.


That’s what this book is about: the need for independent media that is free from the influences of the powerful—corporate and political. Only media that is connected to, and funded by, the people can legitimately inform and serve the people.


The authors are especially qualified to write on this subject, having been both on the receiving end—as most Americans are—of crappy mainstream media news, but also as the founders of an independent media alternative, Citizen Radio.


•  •  •


A few years after Rupert Murdoch launched his mission to destroy our civilization, a stoned, failing comic and a confused “writer” who had never been published met at a bookstore in New York City. Retail at a bookstore in New York attracts strange types. It’s sort of like being at a party full of expats. See, most people working retail in Manhattan are aspiring somethings: actors, playwrights, singers. So by working retail, we were inherently failing at our professional goals, but since we were failing at a bookstore, we were also pretentious about it. “Oh, you need to know where the register is? Did you know I’ve read all the Harry Potter books?” No one is actually working that job. They’re all standing around shooting the shit on their way to something better, something worthy of their talents and student loan debt.


The authors were no exception. We were pathetic human beings. Jamie had worked at the store for about a year before Allison’s first day. This was the longest he’d held a job. The second Allison walked into the store, he was ready to make a move. In New York City, there’s no time to waste. It’s like when you’re a nerd in high school and a new kid moves into town. You have a very short window to ingratiate yourself before they start to figure out no one likes you and they should steer clear.


Allison had made plans to join the Peace Corps after graduating from college in Illinois, mostly because she had been an English major and upon graduation realized her $108,000 degree was worthless. But in the interim, she’d decided to throw herself on the mercy of the minimum wage, which is when she’d stumbled into the bookstore and immediately recognized her tribe of fellow slackers. She decided to forgo traveling for the exciting life of retail work.


Well . . . she’d “decided” . . . and the Peace Corps interview hadn’t gone so great.


Interviewer: So why do you want to join the Peace Corps?


Allison: Uhhh . . . I just graduated and I’m not really sure what to do with my life now.


Interviewer: . . . Would you say you’re feeling lost?


Allison: Yeah! That’s a good word for it!


Interviewer: Maybe like you’re panicking a bit and looking for an escape?


Allison: . . .


Interviewer: . . .


•  •  •


Nailed it.


So on Allison’s first day on the job, all Jamie saw was a new female employee entering his line of vision. Excitement! But not just any female. A female in a Superman shirt! This was it, he thought. This was fate. You see, Jamie also owned a Superman shirt—a Superman shirt he usually hides from women.


The plan was very simple. Allison was being trained by one of the managers, who was such a nice guy you could get away with murder right in front of him and his response would be to whisper, “Please make that the last time.” So Jamie decided he would walk up, ignore the poor bastard, state to the new woman that he too owned a Superman shirt, spin around on his heels, and walk away like it ain’t no thang.


Side note: The moment when you meet the person you’re going to be with for the rest of your life is a difficult thing to describe. It’s not a moment of lust. It’s not like when you see someone in a bar that you want to sleep with and think: Wow. That person is fucking hot. It’s not like that. When you meet your soul mate, it’s more like: Oh, shit.


About halfway toward Allison, Jamie had his Oh, shit moment. Suddenly, he was doubting his entire plan. Superman?! For fuck’s sake, man. But it was too late. He was already face-to-face with Allison and their tiny, wide-eyed manager. As the words “I have that shirt” were leaving his lips, he realized that he didn’t have that shirt. Allison was wearing the very girly version of the Superman shirt he owned, so instead he muttered (at a very fast pace), “Ihavethatshirtnotagirl’sshirtIdon’thaveagirl’sshirtI’mnotagirl,” and then speed-walked away.


The manager looked at Allison like a fatigued war veteran and said, “That’s Jamie.”


Maybe he was trying to play matchmaker, or maybe he was trying to get fired and free himself from his hellish retail bonds, but for some reason that same manager set it up so Jamie would train Allison.


Here’s why that could be a fireable offense: Jamie had never been in charge of training anyone, mostly because he was known as the worst employee the store had ever seen. Unless he was in charge of training Allison to steal books, or hide under the information desk to avoid mean customers, there was no reason he should have been placed in charge of this task. But that’s what happened.


They did zero work and talked about everything. Politics, books, Bill Hicks, things you typically hide from people you are trying to impress, all of it.


Jamie was so desperate to keep the conversation going that he asked if she wanted to go on break with him and said he would buy her coffee. That doesn’t sound like a big deal, but at the time he had no money. Most people at the bookstore were full-time employees, but some of them still needed to rely on food stamps, money from their parents, and second jobs. Despite being broke, Jamie was determined to buy Allison coffee because he knew he had to keep talking to her, or resign himself to a lifetime of reading comic books and sadly masturbating.


They walked to a nearby cafe, ordered coffee, and when it came time to pay, Jamie confidently took out his wallet like the gentleman he was, accidentally opened it upside-down, and not only did no money fall out, but instead a sole, crumpled packet of Splenda he’d stolen from another cafe because he couldn’t afford sugar slowly floated to the ground like an autumn leaf.


Together, they stared at the packet like they were looking at a dead body. Allison, quickly sensing Jamie’s rising terror, grabbed her wallet and paid. Take THAT, gender norms! It’s been love ever since.


This all happened in the summer of 2005, right after George W. Bush won reelection and millions of progressives’ hearts were crying tiny emo tears. Additionally, Fox News was still at the height of power, but the failure of mainstream media to accurately report the news remained on the back burners for Allison and Jamie because they were artists, starving artists, who weren’t actually doing any art because working retail is hard, draining stuff, and when they got back to their apartment at night, they just wanted to smoke weed and watch Family Guy. Because they’d earned it.


But that all changed one day when Jamie, desperate for a monumental shift in his life, dragged Allison behind the business books section (of all places) and proposed a radical idea: they quit their jobs, they drive around the country where Jamie would do small comedy gigs for money, Allison would write from the road, and they’d make a living that way—as true bohemians.


Dimly, Allison recalled her Peace Corps interviewer’s voice: “Panicking a bit and looking for an escape?”


“Okay,” she replied.


•  •  •


That summer, the internet exploded with alternative media: independent outlets—free from corporate masters—that could act as a check on America’s seemingly endless occupations of Middle Eastern countries, institutional corruption, and mainstream media more interested in pleasing their advertisers than in reporting hard-hitting news. There were bloggers and shows like Democracy Now doing really exciting, intrepid journalism—not parroting party memos, but reporting facts and interviewing people who aren’t CEOs and old white senators.


And the only way journalists can get those stories and hear those voices is if they step away from the computer and speak with people. You can see where we’re going with this.


Living and working on the road is an amazing experience because you actually get to meet the people Washington is screwing over and not just see them in quick-cut TV montages set to Sarah McLachlan songs that make you cry at two a.m. when all you want to do is watch reruns of 30 Rock. WE ADOPTED TWO CATS, OKAY, SARAH?!


It’s easy to feel smug and secure in your political beliefs when all of your friends who work at the bookstore with you agree with everything you say. You pretty much get to drink venti lattes and act smarter than the “dumb hillbillies” (a.k.a. the vast majority of the country that doesn’t live in New York City or L.A.) with zero consequences, since you live in your liberal hub with your liberal friends, and your liberal cats and your matching Superman shirts.


That smug security is tested when you drive through the South and meet the gay kid who can’t come out of the closet out of fear for his safety, or the poor black family who is still struggling to recover from Hurricane Katrina, or the kid whose parents made him join the military because that’s what people in his town do and he can’t imagine a different future even though he’s terrified of being sent to war. People have major problems in our beloved liberal city hubs, too, but a lot of us moved there to escape suburbia or the rural South, and like a scene out of the Walking Dead, journeyed to New York City where we found our people—our tribe.


Being on the road for a year radicalized the authors beyond our comfy liberal bias, and that was a direct result of these stories—the ones you can’t find on basic cable. On cable news (with a few exceptions), if there’s a panel to discuss immigration, that panel is composed of rich white dudes, and the occasional lady. A panel on the poor? Rich white dudes. An hour on racism in America? White dudes and rich Michael Steele. A panel on women’s rights? They literally make the women leave the building. It’s no wonder most people in this country are politically apathetic. No one is speaking for them. Who wants to watch CNN when David Brooks is on to talk about the plight of the Latina housekeeper? David Brooks, that’s who.


•  •  •


One freezing winter evening in Ohio, Allison and Jamie were staying with a local hip-hop group, who apparently count Dennis Kucinich as a fan (naturally). The lead singer put on a news show called Democracy Now, and we were instantly paralyzed. A lady host?!?! What is this, the lesbian channel?!?!


It was a NEWS SHOW that actually showed NEWS STORIES. And get this madness: there were MINORITIES on the show: a real-life Latino—and wait, not just as a guest, but as a COHOST. And the actual host was a LADY! It was chaos. A progressive news show that didn’t even need to show a liberal bias to get on the air. It just showed the news, and let the facts speak for themselves. It had guests we had never heard of: women, people of color, poor people, radical intellectuals, Noam Fucking Chomsky.


Our minds were blown. This was our own personal unicorn: “independent media.” Democracy Now didn’t have CEOs of banks come on to tell viewers how great their banks were, but instead interviewed the families whose houses those banks foreclosed on. The only way you would have seen a story on Honey Boo Boo is if she was leading a workers’ strike in South America.


It’s a little difficult to take cable news seriously when in between every segment on people dying from lack of affordable health care, millions losing their homes during the recession, and workers dying in horrific sweatshop conditions overseas, they play commercials for companies that profit from overpriced health care insurance, offer crummy mortgages, and supply us with cheap clothing made of orphan tears, plus the occasional Google or Nike ads, which are TOTALLY EVIL, but are made by Don Draper geniuses that know how to make Jamie cry. Emotionally manipulative bastards.


It’s hard for a news show to give an unbiased report on health insurance companies dropping sick people from their coverage when those companies are paying for ad space on the network that airs the show. Democracy Now was not beholden to such companies, but because of this their audience was smaller, their budget more demure. Your mom and dad aren’t going to stumble upon shows like this because Democracy Now doesn’t have a Super Bowl–sized commercial budget.


As important as shows like Democracy Now are, they weren’t (and still aren’t) getting the kind of mainstream attention they deserve, although that particular show is very well known and very loved within left-wing circles.


But anyway, back in Ohio, on our hip-hop friend’s couch, the authors decided we wanted to do a show like Democracy Now—a show that would speak on behalf of real people and real issues—but we also wanted to be funny about it. Jamie had learned about politics through comedians like Bill Hicks and George Carlin, and he decided humor could be a good educational tool for people who felt disenfranchised from the political system and burnt by a mainstream media that led the country to war based on a lie, or for people who lacked a formal education and felt intimidated by the often complex, opaque world of politics. Allison, who was formally educated, wanted to use humor as well, mostly so people wouldn’t hear an hour of horribly depressing news and want to kill themselves. Allison has always been the more practical one.


After two years on the road, which we won’t get into here,I we made it! And by “made it,” we mean, “barely had enough to scrape by and got a one-room—not one bedroom, but one room total, like, for everything—apartment in a stabby area of Queens.” There, we decided to start Citizen Radio.


When our parents asked what our plan was, we said, “We’re making a radio show,” and when they asked what channel it’s on, we responded, “. . . Well, it’s not ON the radio, per se, it’s a podcast on the internet!” And when they said, “The place with all the porn?” we said, “. . . Yes.”


And when they still seemed unsure about their children’s life decisions, Jamie realized he’d omitted a key detail of The Plan.


“Oh, THAT’S why you’re so freaked out!” Jamie said. “Don’t worry, Mom and Dad, we’re going to be famous!”


Sighs, all around.


From its first days, Citizen Radio redefined the term “low-budget.” Using a free online service, the authors would call in to an online soundboard via cell phones and record the show. We wrote headlines, did weird bits, were self-deprecating, and somehow found a new tribe—our listeners—once again. People seemed excited at the idea of learning along with us, instead of being talked down to or yelled at by partisan blowhards on the news.


The show started to take off, and for a while the authors thought maybe we could go mainstream. Maybe because we were young and told jokes we could get ourselves onto a big network and disguise our left-of-left agenda.


Well, Citizen Radio had two chances to go mainstream and they both ended in flaming wreckage. We won’t use real names, but one opportunity came from a “music” channel that doesn’t play any music, and the other was, um . . . CNN.


Usually, when going in for meetings like the one at the non-music music channel, the first people you meet are the young idealists. They’re the ones that purposefully put The Nation magazine on the coffee table when you arrive, are legitimately liberal, and aren’t old enough to have all their dreams crushed yet. So obviously they thought our ideas were SUPER! And we were like, “We did it!”


Then you have to meet with the VPs. Now, the VPs don’t want you to think they are square, so before they shoot you down, they want to show you how cool they are. One VP we met with kept desperately trying to insert the fact that he was Canadian into everything he said.


“Now, look, of course I agree with you that the war is bad. I mean, I’m from CANADA!”


It was very weird, guys.


Eventually though, there came a time during pitching when someone inevitably mentioned that we’d need to play to middle America.


“Now, I’m not some dumb Midwestern idiot. I mean, guys, I’m FROM CANADA where we do cool Canadian things, but what about loser Iowans who aren’t from the birthplace of Bret ‘The Hitman’ Hart?!”


Apparently, in Canada, you think you are better than all other people even while pandering to your boss and being too chicken-shit to take a stand. ANYWAY. They then cut to the chase:


“Will you be having Republicans on to balance the show?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because if you want to see Republicans, you can turn to every other fucking show on television.”


“But you have to show the other side.”


“Sometimes, there isn’t another side. With gay rights, there is not another side. It’s the right side versus the bigot. During the civil rights movement, you wouldn’t say, ‘Here is Martin Luther King, Jr., and from the other side . . . the Klan!’ ”


They laughed, then said good-bye. We said, “We did it!” Then we never heard from them again.


The second meeting, with CNN, was even crazier. For this one, the authors skipped meeting with the young ideologues and went right to the horrible boss people. Both of them (a lady and a gent) were characters right out of Entourage, which they totally watch but NOT ironically.


The guy spent the first fifteen minutes trying to show us the view—not the show The View because that would have been amazing—but the view from the actual room we were seated in.


“Look at that! That’s what you will get if you work here!”


And then he repeated it over and over again, like he personally built the park we were looking at. But he hadn’t built it. CNN hadn’t built it. The one thing he had to boast about wasn’t even their accomplishment. It was Central Park, for Christ’s sake. Maybe it would have been impressive if he’d said, “Look at that ice sculpture!” and Anderson Cooper was down there, wearing goggles, using a high-powered chainsaw to create his frozen masterpiece.


When we finally stopped discussing the view—again, not the TV show—they asked what we wanted to name our show. Since we were very new at this and not creative we wanted the word “democracy” in the title, an homage to our heroes over at Democracy Now. Jamie gave a long, awesome speech about how making young people feel like they matter and have a voice would be our main goal—finally making them feel like they live in a participatory democracy.
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