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	 IN THIS ISSUE:  We continue our exploration of how our process of self-definition through 
validation and differentiation plays an active, and sometimes determinant, role in our national poli-
cies and how widely these methods are spread through institutions such as academia, the clergy, the 
military and judiciary.  We consider the nature and duty of good government and the persistent in-
ability of our elected representatives to to follow their call.

	 OUR NEXT ISSUE  May well be the most important we have undertaken. We will tie together 
major topics explored in prior issues by identifying a shared element of largely unrecognized risk 
that threathens our national life. This element warns of the lateness of the hour and the urgent need 
for action by our next administration.

	 These two last issues are titled Incognito 

because we have embarked upon a way of disguising our 

country by actions and values that are of recent origin 

and which stand in contrast to how Americans saw and 

conducted themselves until they assumed the authority 

and title of sole superpower.

	 Disguise, like definition, is very much part of 

the human condition which regularly asserts itself in 

matters of history, government or politics.  Fraught as 

it is with inconsistency, frailty and error, the human 

condition must be recognized for what it is — the only 

one we have.

	 It does not reduce easily to jingles, slogans 

or bar graphs.  These can reveal the results of human 

nature, but not the mysteries of its essence, its origins 

or even the way or the why of its many forms.  The human 

condition can create wonderful institutions which 

serve as centers for our expression of language, law, 

justice, religion and politics and which in our country 

have mostly spoken with one voice for many people.  This 

is important, for speaking is language in action, and 

language is one of humanity’s oldest and most necessary 

institutions with the power to unite or to divide.

	 Our institutions can be fragile.  To serve their 

purpose they must be honored, energized, nourished and 

maintained.  If they are allowed to become contaminated 

by, or put to, petty purposes, they will fail, and in doing 

so will offer a very credible answer to “Who Lost 

America?”

	 In our society, human nature and politics make 

strange bedfellows.  One or the other regularly 

delivers a poke in the eye, a jab in the ribs or suffers a 

leg spasm.  They seem to have shared our time and trust 

too long.

*             *               *

	 Good government should produce an atmosphere 

of national responsibility and opportunity created 

for the people by the combined efforts of their 

elected representatives.  Divisions will always exist 

as to government’s direction, and decisions must be 

resolved by the objective application of both personal 

and political integrity.  The structure of government 

should be firm and open and should not be burdened 

by becoming a proving ground for either individual or 

party ideology.

	 Many people, especially those in politics and 

other forms of public life, like to give the impression 

that their actions result from an elaborate or noble 
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be restrained in deference to our steadily 

increasing deficits and debt.  These kinds 

of conflict in matters of health and finance 

are all too frequent and clear, and the 

inability of our elected representatives 

to resolve them is key to answering the 

question “Who Lost America?”

	 Religion’s impact on our Near 

Eastern policy was accorded specific and 

prominent mention in the previous issue.  

Freedom of religion is one of the most 

basic freedoms guaranteed by members of 

the free world and was enshrined in the 

UN charter at the time of its founding.  

However, sixty years later Muslim/

Christian conflict is more intense and 

widespread than ever.

	 Our founding fathers’ intent was 

to allow every person to make a religious 

choice, or no choice, thereby granting the 

individual citizen the greatest possible 

spiritual freedom.  Today this freedom 

is attacked and confined by those on the 

far left who oppose all religion (i.e., 

socialists and communists) as well as 

those mostly Christian evangelicals on 

the far right who want others to conform 

to their beliefs and ways, with the result 

that our religious landscape today is a 

far more troubled one than our founders 

faced.  But true freedom of religion is not 

merely a matter of government policy, as 

it must succeed at the community level to 

reach beyond policy and achieve reality.

	 And it is at our neighborhood 

level that we define ourselves religiously 

by validation and differentiation.  So 

far, most of the religious conflict in 

our country has resulted from Roman 

Catholic/Protestant differences within 

the Christian faith.  It has ill prepared 

us for the new mosque across town with 

its different architecture and dogma, and 

the dress and appearance of those who 

worship there.  In the end, our acceptance 

of the Muslim religious presence in 

America will depend upon whether the 

Muslim community allows its mosques to 

act as political centers as has happened 

in England.  Here, as there, if they do, 

violence will likely result.

	 The European colonial powers 

after WWII were morally compelled to 

accept immigrants from their colonies who 

had served in the allied forces, and this 

thought process.  This is usually wrong, 

the truth being that they are subject to the 

same search for self-definition as anybody 

else.  The most notable difference is that 

their self-deluding perspective provides 

an effective disguise of their true purpose 

and capability.  They are incognito.

	 We live in a time and place of 

continuing ideological trench warfare in 

which politics and identity are so joined 

that each easily passes for the other and 

their true form is unknowable. In this 

warfare, at the heart of our government, 

broad claims and accusations such as “tax 

and spend”, “support our troops”, “the 

best health (or school) system in the 

world”, “fiscal responsibility”, etc. are 

lobbed back and forth by both parties in a 

punch/counter punch process designed to 

provide cover in capsule form.  There is 

no effort to define the national interest, 

nor how we, or they, can serve it.

	 Nowhere is this more evident 

than in the complex issue of health care 

where its meaning, and perhaps future, is 

regularly condensed into two phrases, 

“socialized medicine” and “universal 

health care”, that appeal to opposite 

emotional responses and have become 

favored weapons of both parties.  While 

these phrases may well catch the emotions 

of the moment, they do not carry the force 

of truth, for reality is that in our health 

care issue the lines of unyielding division 

follow economic, not medical or political, 

contours.

	 It has become increasingly 

difficult over the past half century for 

our government and our society to define 

the difference between the national and 

the public interest.  For instance, the 

Republican Party has steadfastly, in good 

times and bad, advocated “lower taxes” 

in any election in which it participates.  

And yet, in our present, almost thirty 

year, period of overspending and going 

into a “guns and butter” debt, what is in 

the national interest?  And in projecting 

Republican ideology to government 

policy, which has greater resonance and 

authority — “lower taxes” or “fiscal 

responsibility”?

	 Similarly, it can be argued that 

the Democrats’ historical commitment to 

spending for broad social goals should 
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moral element was politically expanded by the presence 

of the UN’s forum and the diplomatic center it provided 

to its growing post-colonial membership.  Within a 

decade, the grand-scale economies in England, France, 

Germany and Italy began to show signs that the influx 

from their former colonies was creating economic and 

social problems.  These have multiplied and intensified 

to the point where deep social and judicial divisions 

now are widespread and have the ability to damage, and 

even dominate, the political process.

	 We, of course, were able to observe the 

European course of events without learning from them 

and, as we had no colonial immigration source, set out 

to construct an immigrant inflow of our own without 

bothering to distinguish between legal and illegal 

arrivals.  Not surprisingly, in a short time we were #1.  

Today both political parties agree that the system is 

broken, but not how to fix it.  In this instance “Who 

Lost America?” is a question that answers itself.

	 Throughout  the self-definition process, wheth-

er by validation or differentiation, we make decisions 

with almost the speed of light that present ourselves 

to others in a way that indicates we are right, what we 

do is good and/or we are the best.  These are powerful 

motivators all of which carry elements designed to 

create approval of our actions.  Societies differ in 

how they emphasize these values, and, unfortunately, 

in present-day America laying claim to being the best, 

“We’re #1”, has become our national mantra.

	 Rather than enhance our image, its obvious 

note of bravado diminishes it and, more importantly, 

obscures the immense corrective effort we must 

undertake to recapture our abandoned principles.

	 Nations define themselves, as individuals do, 

and seek the approval of other nations through foreign 

policy.  This is not easy because in foreign affairs there 

are always games within games, circles within circles 

and mazes within mazes.  The Cold War permitted most 

international confrontations of its time to be identified 

with one or the other side, thereby simplifying what 

would otherwise have been more difficult political and 

emotional choices.  As the Cold War extended its reach 

and its risk/reward, it is not surprising that both 

parties ratcheted up their assertions that they would 

bring truth, strength and benefits to all.

	 Since the Cold War’s end, America has 

experienced a growing loss of respect in its foreign 

relations culminating in the military and other related 

contradictions of our principles that have resulted 

from our invasion/occupation of Iraq.  The face that 

we reveal to our fellow nations may permit us to wear 

a mask, to go incognito, for a while, but in foreign 

relations truth is accelerated by the interplay of 

interests, and can only be held in check temporarily by 

the spin, hype and artifice that are on immediate call to 

the modern state.
	 in order to POSITIVELY ALTER OUR 
IMAGE AND REGAIN OUR CREDIBILITY ABROAD 
we must DECLARE AND HONOR OUR HISTORICAL 
PRINCIPLES AT HOME.  THIS WILL REQUIRE US 
TO RECOGNIZE AND RESTORE OUR IMAGE OF 
OURSELVES AND OUR ORIGINAL VALUES, AND 
THEN TO RESTRUCTURE GOVERNMENT SO THAT 
IT SERVES THEM.  ONCE THIS IS IN PROCESS, 
GOVERNMENT CAN AGAIN ACT IN OUR NATIONAL 

INTEREST.

*             *               *

	 Our judiciary is an area of our national life 

that has undergone significant change in recent years, 

including self-definition by judges.  We live in a time 

that has witnessed a pronounced alteration of the role 

of our courts.  Some view this as judicial activism, while 

others regard it as a contemporary interpretation of 

not only the language of the Constitution, but also its 

intent, whether specified or not.

	 We can both define ourselves, and be defined, 

by our careers.  Notable examples are doctors, the 

clergy and the military and, of course, the judiciary’s 

attachment to the law.  In the latter, sometimes the need 

is so strong that judges ignore or contradict actual 

fact, cite non-existent precedent or refute established 

law, thereby inviting an appeal process.  Still, it 

happens, as judges have a uniquely powerful advantage 

in pushing their personal beliefs in that they can write 

them into the law under which we all must live.

	 There is a strong body of legal, and non-legal, 

opinion today that views the Constitution as being 

written on rubber that can be stretched to deal with 

almost any social or human problem that appears 

in court.  That our Constitution was not designed 

to resolve contemporary social issues was clearly 

stated by Chief Justice Warren Burger in 1982 when he 

wrote:

 “the Constitution does not provide a cure for 

every social ill or vest judges with a mandate 

. . . to remedy every social problem”1  

And yet, in the language of local, appellate and even 

Supreme Court decisions one can find ready acceptance 

of this broader purpose.

	 This expansion of the courts’ role may well 

be the result of our society’s vastly increased use of 

litigation as, with a growing number of lawyers filing 

more and more cases, it is only natural that they will 

reach out for whatever theories will support their 

representation of their clients.

	 The Supreme Court has long been seen as the 

ultimate arbiter in our system of government — in 

effect, “the court of last resort”, but that lofty 

position was attained by its acting as interpreter of 
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the law.  If it finds itself attracted to making law, 

as some recent decisions can seem to suggest, and 

veers off in that direction, it will come into conflict 

with the Congress which enjoys the sole and specific 

authority to make law.  If Congress concludes that the 

Court’s actions and their consequences threaten its 

assigned role in government, it could either legislate 

around the Supreme Court or undertake to amend the 

Constitution.

	 Our presently highly polarized Congress might 

find these actions beyond their reach, especially 

amending the Constitution which is usually a long and 

slow process involving the concurrence of two thirds 

of both houses of Congress and then ratification by 

three-fourths of the states’ legislatures.

	 Of greater concern is the effect that such 

a divisive issue might have on the public at a time of 

deep division over other major issues such as health, 

debt, immigration, war, the economy, etc.  To add a 

constitutional crisis derived from argument over the 

function and identity of our branches of government 

might just be more, in our present political circumstance, 

than our government could endure.

	 This is not a tomorrow’s headline issue, but it 

is real and serious.  The Court has been infected with 

the same political polarization virus that demeans 

the Congress, as evidenced by the frequency of 5-4 

decisions.  Should we continue in this pattern, we are 

liable to find ourselves facing a stalemate as to much 

of the work and many of the issues that confront all 

three branches of our government.  We might yearn 

for the return of 7-2 or 8-1 decisions that offer more 

hope of consensus and stability, but at the crux of the 

matter is both the Court’s and the general judiciary’s 

defining view of themselves.

*             *               *

	 There is nothing more pernicious to democratic 

government than selective law enforcement.  It strikes 

at the very foundation of the democratic concept of the 

relation between government and citizens.  For the last 

half century this discrepancy between what government 

says and what it actually does is most evident in its 

broad failure to enforce the letter or the intent of its 

own immigration laws.  This has been explored in detail 

in previous issues and it is not necessary to revisit it 

here.

	 But immigration is not the only area of our 

government that skillfully forms and alters our laws.  

We need look no further than the Federal Election 

Commission (FEC) to find “the good, the bad and the 

ugly” at work.  The good is its intended function to 

enforce our campaign finance laws after which “the 

bad and the ugly” take over.

	 The FEC is a six-member body supposed to 

include both Republicans and Democrats.  Today it has 

only 2 members and, as 4 votes are necessary to have 

a quorum, it is unable to function in a presidential 

election year which is considered to be especially 

important and in which enormous sums of money will 

be spent on a variety of techniques and tactics, some 

of which may not comply with the requirements of our 

campaign laws.  As it is, the FEC can neither render 

decisions nor impose fines and exists pretty much in 

name only.  Enforcement is not an option.

	 This has come about because Senate Republicans 

have not confirmed proposed nominations by Democrats 

and the latter have opposed a controversial Republican 

nominee.  If Washington holds true to form, then 

sometime after the November elections the matter may 

be resolved, but until that happens it will be “no holds 

barred”  business as usual on the campaign trail.

	 In addition to the obvious way in which the 

public interest is being ignored, there is a growing “fox 

in charge of the hen house” feeling that comes from 

having members of the FEC determined by a political 

process centered in the Congress!

	 Another cause for public concern is that the 

more the Congress tries to rewrite our election law, 

the more ideological interests have to be served.  The 

result is that it then must be subjected to judicial 

review and exposed to further recrafting according 

to the judiciary’s view of its role and responsibility.  

The chances are that the end result is more confusing 

than the earlier version and may restart the process 

by opening new avenues of ideological attack.

	 Recently the Department of Transportation 

granted permission to Mexican truck drivers who cannot 

read or understand English to use our highways.  While 

actions such as this that give preferential treatment 

to Mexican interests are not unusual in the Bush 

administration, the DOT order opposed the Federal 

Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) rules 

for interstate motor carriers which require drivers 

to:

“Read and speak the English language 

sufficiently to converse with the general public, 

to understand highway traffic signs and signals 

in the English language, to respond to official 

inquiries and to make entries on reports and 

records.”2

	 The DOT’s ruling has been protested by members 

of America’s Independent Trucker’s Association (AITA) 

and thousands of other truck drivers who clearly 

recognize the danger to the public and to themselves of 

tractor-trailer rigs weighing up to 80,000 pounds and 

moving at high speeds being operated by drivers who 

can neither read nor understand highway signs, vehicle 
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identification of loads/limits and other information 

important to maximizing highway safety.

	 Selective enforcement becomes more apparent 

in this matter by DOT Secretary Mary Peters’ admission 

that the Mexican drivers covered by the Bush 

administration’s border demonstration project are 

classified as “proficient in English” even if they need 

to use their native Spanish to convey the meaning of 

our traffic signs.3

	 Accidents involving multiple fatalities that 

were directly attributable to lack of language 

comprehension have occurred in IL, MA and PA and have 

been called to the DOT’s attention, but from the point 

of view of selective law enforcement, the most galling 

aspect of the DOT’s position is that it permits “Mexican 

drivers to flout the very same safety regulations that 

it requires American truck drivers to follow.”4

	 Our founders created a system based on fluid 

tension — pull here and snap back there.  It is constantly 

in motion and has done a reasonably good job of 

protecting the nation from excesses of all kinds, from 

sudden transfers of power and from the demagoguery 

from which no democracy is spared.  This is no small 

accomplishment and we have been very fortunate.

	 In the normal stretching and straining of our 

system reasonable men with the nation’s best interest 

at heart have striven for an historic balance between 

our three branches, realizing that from time to time 

advantage may move from one to another.

	 This does not seem to be the intent of the Bush 

administration which seems to seek not just an unusually 

strong executive branch, but rather its permanent 

dominance over the other two.  This direction has been 

aided by presidential power exerted against Congress 

via Republican control, by the placement of proponents 

of executive dominance in key positions at the Justice, 

State, Defense and Treasury departments, and by 

initiating the practice of signing statements by which, 

when he signs a bill to which he objects, the President 

identifies those parts which fail to meet his goals and 

which he will, therefore, not enforce.  This is selective 

law enforcement at the top!

	 President Bush frequently identifies and refers 

to himself as “the Decider”.  Unfortunately for our 

government much of his deciding has to do with which 

laws he will or will not enforce.

	  While the Bush administration determinedly 

expanded the force and reach of the executive function, 

it simultaneously restricted access to a wide range of 

information in no way tied to national security by the 

public, the press, scholars and other individuals and 

institutions.

	 Much of this information had never been 

previously classified and was generally available by 

simple request or under the Freedom of Information 

Act (FOIA).  But at the inception of his presidency, Bush 

declared that no external review of extensive records 

of his and his father’s terms of office would thereafter 

be permitted.  In effect, this removed the presidency 

from the scope of the FOIA which was certainly neither 

contemplated nor intended at the time of its passage.

	 The elder Bush could have neutralized the 

situation and supported open government had he made 

a quiet, even casual, statement that he had no personal 

objection to his records remaining open.  Sadly, no such 

statement was made and another battle was won by those 

in government who favor selective law enforcement.	

	 Almost certainly, Bush, Cheney and their 

Neocon cohorts view their transformation of executive 

authority as a “win”.  For our nation and our historic 

democratic system, however, it constitutes a serious 

loss and breach of faith.

*             *               *

	 In our society we find numerous occupations 

that require their practitioners to wear uniforms —

merchant marine, airlines and passenger ships, postal 

employees, judges, fire and police, Salvation Army, 

concierges and other hotel personnel, athletic teams, 

symphony orchestras, etc.  And, most prominently, 

there are what we refer to as our uniformed services 

— Army, Navy, Air Force, Coast Guard and Marines.  

What they all have in common is that, for one reason 

or another, they want their members to dress the same 

way, to appear uniform — in one form.

	 The first use of group uniforms probably dates 

back to the earliest national cultures that employed 

standing armies such as China and Egypt.  For these 

forces a uniform provided cohesiveness via visual 

equality and a ready means of identification that was 

critical in hand-to-hand combat.  In our missile age, 

cohesion/equality is the dominant factor and is basic 

to the discipline structure that must be developed and 

maintained.

	 But, not surprisingly, some people in the 

military, as in other callings, are more “equal” than 

others.  Variations in skills, intelligence, attitude and 

character appear and are noted by promotion in rank, 

pay and authority.  Such recognition is institutional, 

but we are not institutes.  We are individuals and we 

define ourselves throughout our lifetimes in one way 

or another, the most obvious and persistent of which is 

by differentiation.  As our modern military is committed 

to the plain brown, blue or olive green colors of its 

branches’ uniforms, the only way to indicate change of 

status, to differentiate, is to add to the basic uniform.

	 This process has its origins in the awarding of 
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medals for conspicuous battle action.  In time, as more 

decorations were created to reflect more wars, battles, 

and casualties, a small piece of ribbon that could easily 

be attached to the uniforms came into everyday use as 

evidence of an award.  At this point emphasis seems to have 

shifted from individual ribbons to their accumulation.   

Today badges and other insignia representing skills 

such as marksmanship, a geographical area of service, 

completion of a training course and others have been 

added to further distinguish the wearer.

	 Not long ago, shortly following Gen. Petraeus’ 

appearance before Congress, Chief of Staff Admiral 

Mike Mullen appeared on TV.  Both of these high-

ranking officers carried an array of perhaps twenty-

five or more ribbons on their chests and other insignia 

on their shoulders, sleeves, collars, etc.  and one can 

wonder how and how frequently they are transferred 

from one uniform to another.

	 The element of differentiation seemed 

particularly evident in Admiral Mullen’s case.  On each 

shoulder he wore in gold braid the four stars of his 

rank, and then within a space of six inches or less the 

four star rank reappeared on his shirt collar tabs in 

the form of a metallic bar.

	 In the military every possible symbol is 

displayed.  Some reflect valor or sacrifice, but others 

don’t.  Why?  Businessmen don’t wear insignia indicating 

their salaries, or the number of contracts they’ve 

closed, or the number of bridges or buildings they’ve 

built.  Is the military’s broad use of distinguishing 

insignia tied to its authoritarianism?  As individuality 

is suppressed in military life and dress code, does the 

display of insignia provide an alternative way to express 

individuality, to be recognized, to achieve distinction?

	 The military is not the only occupation to 

require uniform dress and then to offer embellishments 

that depart from uniformity as rewards.  The Christian 

clergy wear mostly black or, more recently, gray 

during their ordinary daily duties, but during worship 

services change to mostly white with the addition of 

other elements in bright and rich colors and fabrics 

which are keyed to the iconography of the church’s 

dogma and calendar.  Although the church may see its 

variety of dress as another way to celebrate the glory 

of God, it also serves the more mundane purpose of 

indicating religious rank.

	 Academia is another area of powerful 

distinction, although, again like clergy, not on a daily 

basis.  At any of our universities, public or private, 

the faculty goes about its daily routine of lectures, 

laboratories and conferences in the usual campus dress 

of jacket and trousers.  The teaching role calls for 

most academics’ time to be spent in class with students 

or in research, and there is little opportunity or 

reason for differentiation, even though there may be 

wide differences in pay scale.  But on formal occasions, 

most evidently commencement, when the entire faculty 

is called together, the long, black robes emerge from 

academic closets and appear in public.  While the basic 

color is black, it is accompanied by many other colors 

applied to cowls, linings and trim.  These colors are 

clear markers of distinction that proclaim the wearer’s 

rank, degrees and even his/her particular area of study 

and expertise.  The casual observer is not versed in 

this language, but to those who are it offers dramatic 

proof of self-definition by distinction.

	 In the various occupations mentioned at the 

beginning of this section such as hotel employees or 

the Salvation Army it is necessary to be able to readily 

identify employees from the people that surround them.  

The uniform is a quick and economic way to do this, 

but identification is not enough, as the human element 

surfaces in the appearance and use of insignia that 

indicate rank, length of service and specific activity.

	 And, finally, a most discreet, and yet revealing, 

instance comes from our Supreme Court where its nine 

judges, when in session, don the elegant, but simple, 

black judicial robe.  A few years ago then Chief Justice 

Rehnquist appeared after a summer break with the 

addition to his robe of a modest, but very visible, line of 

gold thread trim that encircled both sleeves between 

the wrist and elbow.  As the court’s size (9) is small 

and its composition is of mixed gender and ethnicity, 

identification by others or among his associates is 

precluded as motivation.  But there is no doubt that 

Justice Rehnquist intended to let his fellow judges 

and those outside the court know that there was only 

one chief justice.  He took some ribbing, mostly good-

natured, from the press, but the ground-breaking 

stripes stayed.

	 There can be no doubt that a uniform offers 

advantages of economy, efficiency, morale, identification 

and cohesion in mixed amounts, but human distinctions 

must be served too.  Any totally bland and plain uniform 

imposes more equality than we can probably tolerate.

	 The two major revolutions of the twentieth 

century imposed the regimentation of communist 

thought and dress on the largest countries in the world.  

Think back to the public demonstrations under Mao and 

Stalin when the participants wore either the military 

or the worker’s uniform.  Today, images of public life 

in these countries are much more varied in costume, as 

the Communist leaderships have recognized that, while 

still maintaining total control of government, making 

some room for individual distinctions can relax the 

tension between the people and the state.

	 Self-definition under authoritarian regimes is 

more difficult than it is in a democracy.  The validation 

process is entirely engaged with the state apparatus, 
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with the opportunity for individual differentiation 

severely limited, and yet it is silently and surely at work 

—  while the leadership sleeps, gives speeches, turns 

its back, goes to war or attends world conferences.  It 

is part of the human condition which we must recognize.  

Thankfully, it is not a matter of politics; it is what we 

are; it is found in everything we achieve and much that 

we don’t; and it is inseparable from us.

	

	 Two interesting political efforts toward 

uniformity are now taking place.  The first is the 

European Union with its immense bureaucracy 

established in Brussels to administer all of Europe’s 

commercial, judicial, and economic processes.  Over the 

half century of its growing presence and acceptance 

it has been mostly successful in simplifying the many 

social, currency, travel and trade problems that 

marked life in multi-national Europe, and yet a single 

vote by Ireland earlier this year prevented its full 

confirmation and implementation.

	 Ireland is an island, as is England which joined 

the EU but has refused to adopt the Euro as its currency.  

These two island states differ in one very significant 

way from the EU’s continental membership in that they 

have not been washed over by the wars of territorial 

extension that have formed Europe’s history over the 

past millenium.  Every major power — Russia, Rome, 

Austro-Hungary, Germany, France & Spain — have served 

as initiators or partners in these repetitive and bloody 

attempts to tilt the balance of power to the point of 

dominance over the land, the people and the destiny of 

the European continent, and beyond.

	 After each wave has been challenged, beaten 

back and forced to recede, many of the old, seemingly 

timeless distinctions drawn from Europe’s origins in 

many small hereditary entities have re-emerged to 

reclaim their pride of place in a process that might 

gain strength through repetition.

	 The map of Europe shows fewer countries than it 

did two, or even one, hundred years ago.  In the next one 

or two centuries will it reduce itself to the ultimate one 

— the EU? Will the EU’s members, over time, surrender 

their national and cultural distinctions and loyalties 

to Brussels’ administrative center?  In the past, the 

many European states have found the way to restore 

their individual status after each consolidation.  Will 

the way of the future be from baron to bureaucrat?

	 The other instance of political regionalism is the 

nascent North American Union (NAU) that was initiated 

by the leaders of Canada, Mexico and the US in 2005.  The 

NAU is an example of selective law enforcement on the 

grandest scale possible, as it has been secretly put in 

place only by executive order, and has been stealthily 

expanded within our presently existing government 

structure (i.e., mostly in the Department of Commerce) 

without congressional or public debate.  Selective law 

enforcement comes into play because the NAU concept 

and regulations conflict with our historic sovereignty 

and existing law.  Because they do, the NAU’s structure 

has been designed so that it circumvents present law 

and operates through newly formed departments, 

committees and tribunals whose identities need not be 

made public.

	 The NAU differs from the EU in that it lacks 

the latter’s growing base now in excess of twenty-five 

members.  There will only be 3 members of the NAU 

and two of them will probably draw very substantial 

political, security and economic nourishment from 

the third.  Loss of sovereignty is an obvious result 

of this projected merger, but just as important to 

us as Americans is whether we will be willing to do 

away with those many cultural and historic identifying 

distinctions which we have simply accumulated or 

passionately embraced in the course of our remarkable 

journey.

	 There is nothing wrong with a mutual 

cooperation agreement, but the NAU far exceeds any 

such framework and envisions a merger of our territory 

and laws.  There is an enormous loophole that hangs 

over a future under the NAU.  It requires that any 

NAU-related issue be resolved in special NAU courts 

presided over by NAU appointed judges.  This would 

allow almost any civil or criminal matter directly or 

indirectly associated with NAU to bypass our courts and 

juries.  This parallel system of surreal bureaucracy 

would seriously compromise our own judiciary, dilute 

our justice and damage the legal foundations of many 

parts of our democratic government. 

	 If alerted, if given the chance, one must assume 

that the American people would gather themselves 

and turn this threat away.  But the alarm has already 

sounded, the night is long and our sentries are nowhere 

to be seen.

*             *               *

	 Like other major legislative topics of health, 

immigration, and debt, two issues of Matters of 

Conscience have been devoted to the process of self-

definition.  Why?  Is it that important?  There are reasons 

to think it is, although it will not in any direct way 

produce legislation.  And yet it informs our knowledge 

of people, and people are the only means by which we 

create and conduct government.

	 Our world is crossed and recrossed by many 

lines of differentiation – genetic, ethnic, national, 

racial, geographical, climatic, economic, social, 

cultural, religious, topographical, political and others.  

These differences allow humans, and their lives, to 

take different forms in different places.  Consciously 
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or unconsciously, it is difficult to ignore them and 

it would be impossible to eliminate or significantly 

reduce them because people and their circumstances 

are engaged in a process of multiplication that brings 

about more change and more distinctions.

	 America is at a crossroads and it must redefine 

itself to its own people and to others.  We cannot 

logically argue that the results that most Americans 

want our policies to yield can be accomplished by more 

of the same – more wars, more debt, more immigration, 

more population, more pollution and more rhetoric, 

for example.  This means that we must change our 

government and its way of thinking.

	 Today both presidential candidates freely 

admit and state that Washington is broken.  This is true 

and appears to be one of very few things upon which 

both parties can agree.  That’s about as far as they go, 

however, for no reason is given as to how and why our 

government came to its present state.  The reason is 

that our two-party system now functions only as an 

electoral system.  After their election our elected 

representatives are unable to represent because they 

have no real sense of government as an instrument 

for serving the public interest as fairly, justly and 

efficiently as possible.

	 There is a glass ceiling in the Congress which 

limits public involvement.  Opinion is expressed to 

or through our elected representatives, but goes no 

further.  It is deflected by the invisible barrier and 

relegated to be used by the members of Congress in 

their endless Republican/Democrat battles for political 

advantage.  That there are many personal “perks” 

involved only serves to intensify their efforts to 

further diminish any concept of the national interest.

	 What has played out in the halls of our 

government over the last fifty years is a strange mix 

of human thought and failure of which we were warned 

by Orwell, Kafka and Beckett, but we paid no heed.  The 

mess is so extensive that only a “new” way of thinking 

offers the possibility of a remedy.  And that way of 

thinking must view government as a way of expressing 

and achieving our truly national interest.

	 But where will we find those capable of this 

new paradigm?  It is unlikely that they will emerge 

from the ranks of the two major parties who dominate 

access to the ballots in most states and localities.  In 

our system the people have the right to elect, although 

that right is often clouded by party control of the 

local nominating process.

	 Still, it is the people that have the power, and 

it will only be through them that government will be 

able to change itself sufficiently to return to a form 

consistent with its historic and constitutional values.  

Today, for the first time in our history we have available 

to us a technology that can inject the vox populi back 

into our government process without it being hijacked 

and put to the use of the two major parties.

	 That technology is the internet.  It can provide 

a platform by which reasoned people seeking to define 

the national interest by objective truth and open 

review can reach millions of citizens who, in turn, will 

enjoy instant access to this new entity.  The initiators 

of such an internet presence could manage its growth 

and channel its popularity by keeping faith with their 

commitment to new government.  Their control of the 

website’s content can refuse access to it by the wacko/

wahoo demagogue element with its relentless pursuit 

of audience manipulation and personal publicity.

	 As a matter of policy, it would be useful to 

severely restrict personal visual images, but rather 

to offer articles, analysis, reporting, interpretation, 

evaluation and clarification of important issues and 

how they can be resolved in the nation’s interest.  

This should be the primary purpose after which the 

next, asking for comment and responding to it, should 

logically follow.  We are at a moment when technological 

progress serves its highest purpose in being able to 

reach into and improve the lives of the nation’s citizens 

at a modest cost and great benefit to our system of 

government.

	 Nothing less than new methods and thinking can 

repair the many kinds of damage which we have leveled 

against our form of government in recent years.  

The old ways will no longer work, as they and their 

sponsors have become mired in the mud of ideological 

trench warfare.  Self-definition is important because 

members of two of our three branches of government 

define themselves by ideology, and the third is not far 

behind.  Attitudes vary.  Some see it as a game; others 

as a life-or-death issue; and some shift from one to the 

other.  But their commitment to the struggle never 

wavers.  In war, peace cannot come until the fighting 

stops.  There is little chance that political peace will 

break out in Washington and bring an end to our war of 

ideology and polarization.

	 There would be enormous honor in being able 

to reform our ways of government and realign them 

more closely with our origins and Constitution.  

The term “peace with honor” is used frequently in 

referring to our various military ventures, but it has 

different meanings for different people.  If we could 

end our ideological war of attrition and provide our 

government with a new form and direction fueled by 

dedicated and broad public involvement, we could 

achieve a real “peace with honor”.

*             *               *



�

ELECTION YEAR NOTES

	 We are only just past the political conventions at 

a time when a seemingly endless nominating process has 

finally concluded.  It has been an agonizing two years 

since the first candidacies and exploratory committees 

were announced during which we have been subjected 

to a constant mixture of hype, cliché, opinion, comment, 

speculation, rumor, suggestion, innuendo, etc.  This 

makes for a ruinous process which can anesthetize the 

public and diminish the credibility and stature of the 

candidate.  From a marketing view, it is overexposure on 

steroids.

	 Mark Sullivan, director of the Secret Service, 

puts the cost of protection for Obama and McCain 

at $40,000/day and estimates that the cost for the 

presidential nomination and electoral campaigns will 

exceed $100 million.5 With other expenses by the two 

major political parties and other groups certain to run 

into billions of dollars, the excess and waste of our 

system becomes ever more clear.

	 It is time to change our procedure, to reduce its 

length to something more reasonable.  British elections 

are conducted in a matter of a month or two.  Allowing 

for our larger size and population, we should aim for a 

four-month nominating period followed by two months 

of electoral campaigning in September and October.

	 Besides the ennui and cost factors, there 

is the matter of diminished job performance.  Most 

of the candidates for nominations were members of 

Congress who, for about a year accorded priority of 

their time and effort to campaigning.  As they receive 

their regular compensation during this period, the 

government is in effect subsidizing their campaigns.  

Preferably, they should resign, but that would open 

the job to a new appointment with the possibility of 

altering the political balance.  At the least, a leave of 

absence without compensation or retirement benefits 

would be appropriate.

	 The chances are almost assured that no such 

changes will take place.  The media thrives on campaign 

revenue much as politicians do on public appearances 

and media coverage with the result that only new 

thinking will bring about change.  And yet, there’s 

something truly unconscionable about government 

paying legislators during their prolonged absences 

for personal reasons and then paying again to protect 

them while they run for another office.  This is double 

dipping on a scale and by reason that could only come 

to us from Washington.

	 On the plus side, the vast amount of money and 

press coverage being applied to this year’s campaigns 

may have the effect of reversing the longstanding trend 

in lowered voter participation which had been predicted 

to dip below 50% of those eligible.  Both parties have 

spared neither money nor effort to attract new, and 

especially younger, voters, and it will be interesting 

to see which has been more successful and what the 

final figures will be.

	 Another serious trend with mostly negative 

consequences has been the exceptionally high 

percentage, around 90% of congressional incumbents 

that are reelected.  Republicans are now experiencing 

more vacancies by retirement than usual which may 

obscure somewhat the overall impact of the national 

mood for change, but even with Democrats expected to 

pick up seats in both houses, our incumbency reelection 

rates testify to something other than an open and 

vibrant democracy.

	 Lastly, we may have arrived at a time that 

represents the end of one era and the beginning of 

another.  Throughout the lengthy nominating process 

and debates both parties shifted the time frames of their 

references to former presidents.  For the Democrats, 

the old description as being the party of Jackson, FDR 

or Truman gave way overwhelmingly to association 

with JFK.  Similarly, Republicans cast themselves as 

the party of Ronald Reagan far more frequently than 

calling upon Lincoln or Eisenhower.

	 This is a quantum leap in political role modeling, 

made perhaps because JFK and Reagan have appeared 

as the stars of the post-WWII TV age who worked the 

medium better than others and were, accordingly, able 

to obtain from it the benefits of far greater coverage 

and exposure.  We will miss FDR, Honest Abe and the 

others.  They were with us for many years, never failed 

to serve us well and their lessened visibility marks a 

major shift in our political culture.

	 Can we be at some new cultural divide that is 

shifting everything pre-television back into a more 

distant and less accessible past now beginning to be 

out of mind and beyond memory?  Any such process is by 

its nature slow and subtle and one of which we should 

be aware.  Changes in our political, or even historical, 

perspectives suggest that our history can be rewritten 

by both conscious and unintentional means.  It can be 

reasonably viewed that Presidents Reagan and Kennedy 

are figures of lesser leadership and accomplishments 

than Lincoln and FDR.  If they are to be the new standard 

of political descent, have we lost something in the 

exchange?

	 And finally, we combine the self-definition and 

political processes in the stunning displays of our 

recent political conventions.  As if designed specifically 

for it, the conventions served as the theatre in which 

to showcase our self-definition.

	 Fix your attention on the speaker on the 

podium as he differentiates his/her candidate or party 
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by creating and applying lines of distinction that 

include ethics, economics, voting records, leadership, 

character, origins, marriage, offspring, religion, the 

public welfare, diplomacy, and on and on.  Nothing is out 

of bounds because there are no bounds.  There is one 

end and all means are justified.  No difference, it seems, 

is so small that it can be ignored and none so large 

that it cannot be claimed.  Indeed, the success of the 

party, the election and the nation will be determined by 

these differences and the roles they play in our lives.

	 But differentiation is only part of the process.  

The speaker faces and addresses thousands of the party 

faithful who have come from all across the country.  

Why?  To wear outlandish clothes and to party?  No, 

not really; they can do those at home.  They have come 

to bond, to be associated in very demonstrable ways 

with their party, with others like themselves so that 

they can cheer and scream and applaud and wave signs 

and nod their heads in knowing agreement; and validate 

themselves by the interaction of group personalities, 

characteristics and goals.  Watch closely.  Look at their 

body movements and listen to their voices.  They are at 

a different level than they would be at home listening 

to the same speeches.  They are intensely committed 

to seeing themselves, and being seen, as bearers of 

Republican and/or Democratic truth and values.  They 

are no longer individuals from Louisville, Albany or 

Tacoma.  Having been transformed by truth as they see 

it, they can share it with others whom they can elevate 

and enlighten.  They have become leaders!

	 Both conventions revealed the art of audience 

manipulation at its highest form.  Small numbers of 

organizers spread throughout the crowds were able to 

start a chant, a stomp, a cheer, applause, sign waving, 

marching etc. and literally within a few seconds it 

would become a mass movement that would mostly 

continue until it was terminated from the podium.

	 Applause was the most frequent and evident 

object of manipulation as if sustained length or louder 

volume conferred greater validation on those who 

could offer the most.  The extent of this manipulation 

showed itself repeatedly in the audience’s interjection 

of applause on demand whenever the speaker paused for 

emphasis or even punctuation.

	 There was an amusing instance at the Republican 

convention when the speaker momentarily lost his 

place or concentration and then quickly resumed, but 

not before some in the audience were able to mount a 

round of inappropriate applause.  Although flustered,  

the speaker had the good sense to continue and keep 

control at the podium.

	 We are not at our best at our political 

conventions.  What elements of political theatre they 

used to provide now seem more like old vaudeville acts 

lacking in suspense and originality.  Their failures 

extend to delegates, speakers, the media and the parties’ 

leaderships.  Tedium, parochialism and repetition are 

rampant, and one can even sympathize with the broadcast 

commentators who have to be on camera for many hours 

of continuous coverage.

	 These conventions should be seen for what 

they are — a confluence of political and emotional 

forces by which the delegates and the parties attempt 

to define themselves.  At many levels banality rules, 

and insecurity is everywhere.  As a nation we deserve 

better, but self-definition is not an easy process.

	 There is an important human dynamic very visibly 

at work in our conventions.  It is the age-old, seemingly 

endless process whereby individuals (delegates), 

seeking greater strength, and especially recognition, 

bind themselves together into a group (the audience) 

and then, both within and without its confines, draw 

deeply emotional lines of distinction.  It is a process 

of harmony gained and harmony lost and has played 

out over our evolutionary millennia in the record of 

war, religion, politics, economics, diplomacy, empire 

and other ways in which our human, and even animal, 

natures have been expressed.

	 It can only be changed if it is recognized and if 

we apply the light of reason to it.  In another two years, 

our electoral mechanism will crank up, restart itself 

and again climax in conventions.  While we can hope and 

look for something better, it is unlikely that they will 

vary much from our present model.  It is worth noting 

that planned obsolescence, which is a dominant element 

in our commercial life, is shunned like “the plague” in 

politics.
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