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books
The Future of the GOP
What Michael Gerson's Heroic Conservatism gets wrong.
By Ross Douthat
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 1:11 PM ET 

The alliance between evangelical Christians and the Republican Party has been one of the most fruitful political partnerships in recent American history. It has also been one of the more unusual. From 19th-century abolitionists through William Jennings Bryan's Social Gospel to the civil rights movement, evangelicals have tended to associate themselves with idealistic crusades and messianic ambitions—and thus, as often as not, with the aspirations of the political left. "As a faith that revolves around the experience of individual transformation," conservative scholar Wilfred McClay remarked early in 2005—at the height of liberal panic over the influence of religious "values voters"—evangelical Christianity "inevitably exists in tension" with the established order. To call someone "both an evangelical and a conservative, then," McClay concluded, "is to call him something slightly more problematic than one may think." 

This tension has been in evidence throughout the presidency of George W. Bush, and it's nowhere more apparent than in the divided soul of his former chief speechwriter and policy adviser Michael Gerson, now a columnist for the Washington Post and the author of Heroic Conservatism: Why Conservatives Should Embrace America's Ideals—and Why They Deserve To Fail If They Don't. A graduate of Wheaton College, the flagship school of American evangelicalism, Gerson began his political life as a passionate Jimmy Carter supporter, only to drift rightward as a pro-choice orthodoxy took hold in the Democratic Party. Like many of his co-believers, he found the GOP an imperfect home and gravitated toward Republicans who deviated from the party's small-government line, among them Charles Colson, who exchanged his role as Nixon's hatchet man for a life in prison ministry; Indiana Sen. Dan Coats, who spent the 1990s pushing proposals for federal grants to faith-based charities on a skeptical GOP leadership; Jack Kemp, the self-described "bleeding-heart conservative"; and finally George W. Bush himself, whose 2000 presidential campaign was organized in conscious opposition to the strident anti-government ethos of the Gingrich-era party.

The Bush-Gerson partnership was a match made, dare one say, in heaven: a religious speechwriter who wanted to graft "a message of social justice" onto the rugged individualism of Goldwater-Reagan conservatism, and a governor who, in Gerson's words, "not only wanted to run the Republican Party, but to remake it." For every left-winger who dismissed Bush's talk of "compassionate conservatism" as a cynical attempt to retitle the same old right-wing song without changing any of the notes—and for every conservative who hoped it didn't go any further than that—Gerson's book, part memoir and part polemic, offers passionate testimony to the contrary. In the pages of Heroic Conservatism (because merely compassionate conservatism doesn't go quite far enough), liberals will find a Bush administration dedicated to providing health care to seniors, improving failing schools, boosting foreign aid, and championing human rights abroad. Small-government conservatives, meanwhile, will find many of their darkest fears about the Bush administration's crypto-liberalism confirmed. 
Gerson's intention is to justify the ways of Bush to both sides—to persuade liberals that the current president's faith-infused idealism fits squarely in a political tradition that runs back to Woodrow Wilson, Harry Truman, and JFK, and to convince conservatives that their only hope for political relevance is to associate themselves with a distinctly un-Norquistian view of government's capacity to make the world a better place. He is eloquent on both counts; on neither is he entirely persuasive. His defense of the Bush presidency would be more compelling, one suspects, were there no living, breathing administration to defend. As it stands, Gerson has the air of a horse trader talking as fast as possible in the hopes the audience won't notice that the animal he's selling has already expired. 
Certainly, liberals aren't likely to listen. The wounds of the last six years are still too raw, and the portrait Gerson paints is too much at odds with the consensus view of Bush as a right-wing radical. Years from now, historians will note that Bush, like Nixon before him, left a liberal as well as a conservative legacy—new entitlements in health care, a wider federal role in education, expansive humanitarian efforts in Africa and elsewhere, and the rhetoric of foreign-policy idealism if not necessarily the reality. But for now, Bush's mix of incompetence and illiberalism is front and center, and it's hard to imagine Heroic Conservatism—in which Dick Cheney makes only cameo appearances; the Swift Boat vets get a bland, noncommittal paragraph; and the index includes no entry for "Abu Ghraib"—persuading anyone to Gerson's left to reconsider this administration's merits.

Nor is Gerson likely to find a ready audience among conservatives. His year as a Post columnist has earned him few friends to his right, given the regularity with which he has piously scolded his fellow Republicans for being too partisan, too tightfisted, and too bigoted. (In a characteristic column, he defended Bush's proposed immigration reform by accusing its foes of betraying Jesus Christ himself: "The Christian faith teaches that our common humanity is more important than our nationality. That all of us, ultimately, are strangers in this world and brothers to the bone; and all in need of amnesty.") The publication of Heroic Conservatism was met by a predictable burst of criticism from conservative pundits, in which National Review's Mark Krikorian summed up the general anti-Gerson consensus by demanding: "Why is this man called a conservative?"

It's a fair question. As the world understood the term conservative in, say, 1965, Gerson isn't one. Like many Americans who've crowded into the GOP over the last four decades—blue-collar Catholics and Jewish neoconservatives as well as evangelicals—the militantly libertarian spirit of the midcentury Right is largely foreign to him. But on the road from Goldwater to Reagan, and thence to George W. Bush, the conservative movement transformed itself from a narrow claque into a broad church, embracing anyone and everyone who called themselves an enemy of liberalism, whether they were New York intellectuals or Orange County housewives. This "here comes everybody" quality has been the American Right's great strength over the past three decades, and a Republican Party that aspires to govern America can ill afford to read the Gersons of the world—social conservatives with moderate-to-liberal sympathies on economics—out of its coalition.
Particularly since Gerson's central argument is basically correct: American conservatism needs to stand for something besides government-cutting if it hopes to regain the majority that George W. Bush won (and quickly lost). At its best, Heroic Conservatism is a necessary corrective to the right's mythologizing of its own past, which cultivates the pretense that small-government purity has always been the key to Republican success. By way of rebuttal, Gerson points out that conservatives tend to win elections only when they convince voters that they mean to reform the welfare state, rather than do away with it entirely. This was true of 1990s success stories like Rudy Giuliani in New York and Tommy Thompson in Wisconsin; it was true of the Contract With America, a far less ideological document than right-wing nostalgists make it out to be; and it was true of Ronald Reagan himself, who slowed the growth of government but hardly cut it to the bone. The insight isn't unique to Gerson; it dates back to the original, '70s-vintage neoconservatives. But it seems to be slipping away from the contemporary GOP, whose primary contenders—save perhaps for Mike Huckabee—are falling over one another to prove their small-government bona fides, and whose activists have persuaded themselves that tax cuts and pork-busting will be their tickets back to power. 
If Gerson's diagnosis is largely correct, however, his proposed remedy—the "heroic conservatism" of the title—seems more likely to kill the patient than to save it. Standing amid the rubble of an administration that promised (often in his own flowery prose) far more than it delivered, Gerson summons the GOP to a still-more-ambitious set of foreign and domestic crusades. For a "heroic conservative," transforming the Middle East is only the beginning: In place of the cramped anti-government vision of a Dick Armey or a Phil Gramm, a Gersonized GOP would set the federal government to work lifting up all the wretched of the earth, whether they're death-penalty defendants and teenage runaways at home or Darfuri refugees and Chinese dissidents abroad. 

It's a stirring vision in its way, but there's little that's conservative about it. What Gerson proposes is an imitation of Great Society liberalism, in which noble, high-minded elites like himself use the levers of government on behalf of "the poor, the addicted, and children at risk." He employs the phrase limited government here and there, but never suggests any concrete limits on what government should do. Whether he's writing about poverty or foreign policy, immigration, or health care, his prescription for the right is all heroism and no conservatism; indeed, save for its pro-life sympathies, his vision seems indistinguishable from the liberalism of an LBJ—or a Jimmy Carter.
In a telling passage, Gerson boasts that in the 2000 race the Bush campaign "talked more consistently and passionately about poverty and hopelessness" than Al Gore, while Gore focused "almost exclusively on 'working families' and the middle class." He takes it as a given that making this rhetorical shift permanent would be a good thing for the GOP. But both politically and philosophically it represents a betrayal of conservatism's proper role in a welfare-state society. From the 1970s onward, the Republican Party built its majority by running against a politics that seemed to privilege the interests of the poor over those of working- and middle-class taxpayers. This is not a legacy that should be lightly abandoned, not least because America already has a party that envisions the federal bureaucracy as alternatively compassionate and heroic. In the long run, you can't out-liberal liberalism; the Democratic Party will always offer voters the higher bid. 
To last, and matter, conservatism needs an agenda that partakes less of Gerson's evangelical moralism and more of the realism that defined the original neoconservatives. It needs a foreign policy whose idealism is leavened with a greater sense of limits than this administration has displayed; and a domestic policy that seeks to draw contrasts with liberalism, not to imitate it, by emphasizing responsibility rather than charity and respect rather than compassion. Above all, it needs to think as much about meeting the concerns of working- and middle-class Americans, the constituents that first Nixon and then Reagan won for the GOP, as it does about the dissidents and addicts that a "heroic conservatism" would set out to save.
Michael Gerson is right that a return to the conservatism of the late 1990s, with its reflexive anti-government spirit and its parochial streak, means a return to the political wilderness. But just because the Republican Party can't go back doesn't mean it has to keep going down the path that he and George W. Bush carved out for it.


chatterbox
Did Scandal End Lott's Career?
Lott's sudden resignation coincides with an FBI raid on his brother-in-law's office. Maybe that's a coincidence, and maybe it isn't.
By Timothy Noah
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 6:22 PM ET 

Obituaries for the political career of former Senate Republican leader (and current Republican whip) Trent Lott, who announced Nov. 26 that he will retire in December—a full five years before his term runs out—have entertained various theories as to why Lott is quitting his job. There's the No Fun theory, which posits that Lott, along with the 17 Republican House members and five Republican senators also choosing to retire, have simply lost their enthusiasm for promoting the policies of an unpopular president in a Congress where they lack a majority. There's the Greedy Pig theory, which posits that Lott wants to dodge new lobbying restrictions that take effect Jan. 1. And there's the Still Clueless About Thurmond theory, which posits that Lott remains puzzled and bitter about losing the top leadership spot simply because, at a 2002 celebration of Thurmond's 100th birthday, he said something nice about Thurmond's 1948 campaign for president on the segregationist Dixiecrat ticket. (Full disclosure: In his 2005 book Herding Cats, Lott accuses me of lighting the bonfire. That isn't true, but I'll own up to tossing the first log.)

Please welcome now the Scandal theory, which is suddenly gaining traction with conservative blogger Michelle Malkin; with Harper's blogger Scott Horton; with Atlantic blogger Andrew Sullivan; and most especially with David Rossmiller, managing editor of the Insurance Coverage Law blog, which is maintained by Dunn Carney Allen Higgins and Tongue, a law firm based in Portland, Ore. The Scandal theory, which is admittedly speculative, is that legal proceedings concerning Mississippi Attorney General Jim Hood and the flamboyant plaintiff's attorney Richard "Dickie" Scruggs, who is also Lott's brother-in-law, are about to expose improper behavior by Lott.
Our story begins in August 2005, when Hurricane Katrina wreaked its vengeance on the Gulf Coast. In addition to depopulating New Orleans, this unwelcome weather event had the temerity to knock down Lott's 154-year-old beachfront home in Pascagoula, Miss., and also the home of Dickie Scruggs, who in addition to being Lott's brother-in-law was also Lott's neighbor. Lott filed a claim with his insurer, State Farm, but State Farm denied the claim, arguing that the culprit was not high winds, which the policy covered, but rather flooding, which the policy didn't cover. (Lott had separately purchased federal flood insurance, but that didn't come close to covering his losses.) Scruggs filed suit (subscription required) on Lott's behalf.
Scruggs also created a Scruggs Katrina Group to pursue similar lawsuits and very likely encouraged his friend Hood to do the same. (Scruggs has given heavily to Hood's state election campaigns; just this past July, for instance, he wrote a check for $33,000.) The extent to which Hood and Scruggs have been collaborating is unclear, but an FAQ on the Scruggs Katrina Group's Web site acknowledges (here and here) that the two have shared information.

Lott, meanwhile, declared war not only on State Farm ("Like many of you, I wondered how State Farm Insurance this week could report a surging $5.6 billion profit—up 65 percent from $3.2 billion in 2005—when our state's largest insurer has been inundated with an unprecedented volume of storm claims") but on the entire insurance industry. He introduced legislation requiring homeowner insurers to clarify what their policies cover and what they don't; he co-sponsored legislation to eliminate the antitrust exemption for insurance companies; he brought Hood up to Washington to testify before the Senate commerce committee, of which he is a member; and he entered internal State Farm e-mails concerning Katrina coverage into the Senate hearing record. According to Chuck Chamness, CEO of the National Association of Mutual Insurance Companies, Lott phoned him last year and threatened "bringing down State Farm and the industry." It was, complained Wall Street Journal editorialist Kimberley Strassel, "a ferocious campaign of political revenge that would make even Henry Waxman envious." Strassel even called it "extortion," noting that State Farm had quickly settled with Hood and Scruggs, and paid off Lott. (The settlement has since come unglued.)
Strassel probably didn't mean to be taken literally, but the question lingers: Did Lott's uncharacteristically liberal Senate crusade, or any support he gave Scruggs or Hood, include actions that were potentially illegal?
We don't know. But we do know that earlier this month, State Farm sued Hood, alleging that he opened a criminal investigation of the insurer in order to force the civil settlement. State Farm persuaded the judge to unseal the case, raising the possibility that embarrassing documents involving Hood (and possibly Scruggs or Lott?) will be made public.

We also know that on Nov. 27—one day after Lott's announcement that he would retire—the Federal Bureau of Investigation searched Scruggs' law office. Scruggs' attorney, Joey Langston, said the FBI was looking for a document "ancillary" to the Katrina litigation. Despite eight hours of searching, the G-men didn't find it, according to Langston, but they left with copies of computer hard drives.

There may be absolutely nothing corrupt, much less illegal, about the actions taken by Hood, Scruggs, and Lott. Most of the allegations made against them have come from tort-reform conservatives like Strassel and James Q. Wilson, who are predisposed to think the worst of pro-consumer lawsuits against and increased regulation of private industry. But Lott's personal financial stake in his legislative jihad against State Farm, and the thuggish language that Chamness attributes to him, do seem unprofessional at best. Maybe the story ends there. Maybe it doesn't. If it doesn't, we'll probably know a lot more soon.
Update, Nov. 29: Dickie Scruggs and several associates, including his son Zach, were indicted yesterday on charges of conspiring to bribe a Mississippi judge with $40,000 to rule in their favor in a fee dispute related to the Katrina litigation. Click here for a copy of the indictment. It quotes Timothy R. Balducci, another lawyer indicted in the case, saying the following:

Well, uh, like I say, it ain't but three people in the world that know anything about this ... and two of them are sitting here and the other one ... the other one, uh, being Scruggs ... he and I, um, how shall I say, for over the last five or six years there, there are bodies buried that, that you know, that he and I know where ... where are, and, and, my, my trust in his, mine in him and his in mine, in me, I am sure are the same.
A Lott connection isn't obvious, since this alleged scheme involves only lawyers. But whose "bodies" was Balducci talking about?



chatterbox
Larry King, Sucker
Now it's official. America's pre-eminent TV interviewer will believe anything.
By Timothy Noah
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 7:27 PM ET 

The Wall Street Journal, in a Nov. 26 Page One story, reports that Larry King got conned into trading two life insurance policies with a combined worth of $15 million for $1.4 million in after-tax cash. Whether the con was legal is a matter currently before the U.S. District Court in Los Angeles, where King lives. But King's legal complaint (posted last month on the Smoking Gun) should put to rest any lingering doubt that the most popular TV interviewer in America is also the most credulous.
The deal was a flip. In 2004, King, apparently at the urging of an insurance brokerage called the Meltzer Group, purchased two life insurance policies worth $10 million and $5 million. King then sold the $10 million policy plus a $5 million policy that he'd taken out two years earlier to one or more third parties for $550,000 and $850,000, respectively. In the jargon of high finance, this is known as a "sucker deal."
In his lawsuit, King maintains that he should have received "millions of dollars more." Even if King is right about that, the flip would have been a terrible investment. As the Journal piece amply demonstrates, it is almost never a good idea to engage in "life settlement," as the practice of buying and selling life insurance policies is known, and purchasing a life insurance policy for the sole purpose of selling it is an especially bad idea. We must therefore assume that King was experiencing liquidity problems. That in itself would seem remarkable, given that at the time of the deals CNN was reportedly paying King somewhere in the neighborhood of $14 million annually, were it not for the fact that King had five ex-wives to support—not to mention a sixth wife to whom he remains married—and approximately five children (a formal tally is difficult because one child is illegitimate, a second is a stepson, and a third was adopted by Wife No. 3's subsequent husband).
In his complaint, King alleges that the Meltzer Group got him involved in "highly complex life insurance transactions of which both [King] and his then attorney lacked knowledge and expertise." King further alleges that Meltzer never "considered [King's] then current financial condition, health condition, and the insurance needs of his family, including the likelihood of his future uninsurability." King also registers shock that the new insurance policy that Meltzer persuaded him to buy came with sky-high premiums. But the central puzzle here is why King imagined he was in any position to profit by gaming the life insurance industry, of all things. At the time these financial transactions took place, King was 70 years old. He'd had quintuple coronary bypass surgery at 53, and he'd been diagnosed with diabetes at 64. That anyone was willing to sell King life insurance under such unpromising circumstances would appear to be a minor miracle; that King believed a fast buck could be made by buying one boggles the mind; and that King believed the purchase of additional life insurance would be possible down the road—by rough calculation he needs, at bare minimum, $75 million in coverage—beggars imagination.

Then again, this is the same Larry King who regularly plays host on Larry King Live to psychics, mediums, and UFO enthusiasts; who peppered his former USA Today column with insights like "The revamped Beverly Hills Hotel is just beautiful" and "Aren't those Save the Children ties the prettiest around?"; and who, when his name is paired on Google with the word credulous, yields 73,800 hits. Love him or hate him, no insurance broker would waste his time trying to interest Mike Wallace in life settlement.

[Update, Nov. 27: Today's Washington Post quotes a court filing from Meltzer that states, "Larrry King pretends that he was interested in purchasing additional life insurance. ... During each of the transactions complained of, [we] expressly told Larry King's advisers that Larry King was better off keeping the new insurance rather than selling."]


corrections
Corrections
Friday, November 30, 2007, at 7:28 AM ET 
In a Nov. 28 "Trailhead," Chadwick Matlin incorrectly reported a question that was asked in a conference call with John Edwards' campaign. Matlin thought he heard another reporter ask whether Edwards' support had peaked in Iowa. He misheard. The question was actually about whether Clinton's support had peaked both in Iowa and nationally.
In a Nov. 26 "Jurisprudence," Emily Bazelon incorrectly stated that Ronald Sullivan teaches at Yale. He now teaches at Harvard.
If you believe you have found an inaccuracy in a Slate story, please send an e-mail to corrections@slate.com, and we will investigate. General comments should be posted in "The Fray," our reader discussion forum.
.
.
.


culturebox
Sucker Punch
The art, the poetry, the idiocy of YouTube street fights.
By Carlo Rotella
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 7:21 AM ET 
Cheap, ultraportable video technology has freed bystanders at street fights to do more than simply shout, "Fight! Fight! Fuck him up!" Now they can record the event for posterity, too. The result is a growing online video archive of informal fisticuffs. You can find these videos collected on Web sites that specialize in them—ComeGetYouSome.com, Psfights.com, NothingToxic.com, and others—or you can just go to good old YouTube and type in "street fight" or other evocative keyword combinations, such as "sucker punch" or "knock out." The videos that come up offer near-infinite permutations on the eternal street-fight drama of posturing, mayhem, and consequences.
The more of them you watch, the more familiar you become with certain recurring formulas: mean kid or kids nailing unsuspecting victim, drunk guy flattening drunker guy outside a bar, bully getting or not getting comeuppance, go-ahead-and-hit-me scenarios, girls fighting for keeps while male onlookers anxiously strain to find them hilarious, backyard or basement pugilism, semiformal bare-knuckle bouts, pitched battles between rival mobs of hooligans.
Some of the fights are fake, many are real, some fall in between. There's a lot of hair-pulling incompetence, but there are also moments of genuine inspiration in which regular folks under pressure discover their inner Conan. And, of course, there are a few very bad boys and girls out there who know what they're doing. (Some offer how-to lessons.) Watching fight after fight can grow dispiriting (look, another brace of toasted poltroons walking around all stiff-legged, puffing out their chests and loudly prophesying each other's imminent doom), but only when you have worked through a few score of them does the genre begin to amount to something more than the sum of its often sorry-ass parts. The various subgenres and minutely discrete iterations flow together into a cut-rate, bottom-feeding, mass-authored poem of force. Ancient Greece had its epic tradition, and classical Chinese literature had the jiang hu, the martial world; we've got YouTube.
I realize that this probably makes me a bad person, but I find the online archive of street fights to be edifying, even addictive, ripely endowed as it is with both the malign foolishness that tempts you to despise your fellow humans and occasional flashes of potent mystery that remind you not to give in to the temptation. There's an education in these videos—in how to fight and how not to fight, for starters (executive summary: Skip the preliminaries, strike first, and keep it coming), but also in how the human animal goes about the age-old business of aggression in the 21st century.

Here's the beginning of a guidebook, a preliminary sketch of some lessons to be learned in the land of a thousand asswhippings.

1) If you're going to pick a fight, or consent to such an invitation, know what you're getting into and be prepared for a fast start and a quick finish. 
Squaring off for a street fight resembles questioning a witness in court: Like a lawyer (and unlike, say, an English professor), you should know the answer to your question before you ask it. The question is, "If we fight, who will win?" The answer frequently comes as a surprise to all involved.

For instance, this unfortunate guy picked a fight with the wrong motorist. Note the brisk elegance of the victor, who acts as if he's double parked and in a hurry and just has a moment or two to spare to lay out this fool. He doesn't even break stride before delivering the bout's first and only meaningful blow, a crushing forearm shot. Having just KO'd the big talker, he should spin on his heel, stalk back to his car, and depart, like some tutelary deity of street protocol making an instructional visit to Midgard. But he ruins a moment of gemlike concision by staying to rain follow-up blows on his helpless antagonist. They don't do as much damage as the first one, but they're a lot harder to watch.
These two louts don't exactly pick a fight, since they don't do any actual fighting, but they ask for the spanking they get. With an accomplice manning the camera, they appear to have picked the wrong victim for a "happy slapping" attack. Depending on whom you ask, happy slapping is either the fad practice of smacking strangers for fun that swept Great Britain and Europe a few years back, or it's a scare label applied by a nervous press to a few random incidents. (Either way, given the American tendencies toward violent touchiness and carrying concealed firearms, you can see why it didn't really catch on over here.) One of the pair contrives to bunt a passing woman in the face, and her escort punishes them with a whirlwind series of combination punches. Some of the blows don't land, but his form is always good, and some definitely do. Note the lovely around-the-shoulder-from-behind shot with which he catches the slapper, who has turned away in an occluded attempt to flee his wrath.
These guys likewise commit the double error of messing with the wrong opponent and being unready for a fast start. As a general rule, if you pick a fight with someone who immediately assumes a relaxed but erect shuffle-stepping stance with his hands up and his chin tucked and a blandly businesslike expression on his face, you have probably just answered the question of the day wrong, even if you have him outnumbered.
2) If people are standing around smiling mysteriously and pointing cell phones at you for no apparent reason, you should get ready to duck. 
This is an increasingly important rule of adolescent life in the 21st century because the era of wall-to-wall video has given new aesthetic vigor to the traditional mean-spirited sucker punch out of the blue. Here is a case in point. Here's another kind of after-school sucker punch. Let's pause to savor the reaction of the kid who was losing the fight and who suddenly turns into the winner when an ally intervenes. Having perhaps studied moral philosophy at the feet of Quentin Tarantino, he unhesitatingly switches on the instant from cringing submission to lording it over his fallen foe, as if he himself—and not his icy confederate, who may well go on to a distinguished career as an attorney or Capitol Hill staffer—had turned the tables with a brilliant maneuver.
3) There's a thin line between doofus and genius, and people often fight with one foot planted on each side of it. 
Take, for example, this 81-second masterpiece. Listen to the crowd's response when the guy in the red shirt assumes his stance. It's as if they're exclaiming "Doofus!" and "Genius!" at the same time. Is Red Shirt a clown? Is he actually good at martial arts? Is he scared stiff and trying to bluff his opponent, or deeply serene and about to wipe the floor with him? The doofus/genius effect persists throughout the fight, which you have to watch to the very last second in order to appreciate its full import. On the one hand, Red Shirt displays competence: He keeps his feet from getting tangled up, stays focused on his foe but also checks for blindside attacks by additional opponents, remains relatively calm when warding off blows, and delivers a decisive shot. On the other hand, his performance takes on a certain awkward quality when the initial You Just Made a Big Mistake moment gives way to an extended sitzkreig that goes on so long the video-maker had to edit some of it out. When he does finally land the big blow, it looks more like a prayerful haymaker than an expert application of the Vibrating Fist of Death.

4) Street fights inspire commentary that's worth attending to. 
Not that such commentary is unfailingly eloquent or surprising, of course. Usually, it's not. Combatants, onlookers, and especially the online viewers who post comments from a safe distance frequently repeat the same old hateful tribal hoots and grunts. Scan the online postings accompanying street fight videos, and you'll see a lot of "that ghetto bitch got a asswoopin HA HA HA LOL," "little white boy try to be bad gets owned," or the superheated Kurd vs. Turk rhetoric attending the three-on-one fight above.
But even at its most stupid or pathetic, the commentary can be bizarrely honest. For instance, noncombatants do not hesitate to stake an osmotic claim, no matter how unlikely, to a share of combatants' presumed manliness. Check out the post-fight repartee of the entourage of Kimbo Slice, a prolific online bare-knuckle pugilist. Once Kimbo has triumphed (having let his terrified opponent punch him in the face and then dropped him with a cogent bob-and-counter move), the members of his crew turn to the camera to proclaim their intimacy with the big man's power. They're oxpeckers perched on his broad back, and they want you to know that they've been nibbling vermin off him a long time, dawg, a long time. 

Also, the atmosphere of violence emboldens people who want to be regarded as cool to come out and say so in plain language. I'm hideously fascinated by the sheer dumb enormity of this infamous sucker-puncher's belief that landing one of the most cowardly cheap shots in the archive confirms him as a man among men. He actually says, "I'm so cool"—and adds, somewhat anticlimactically, "I'm not the average motherfucker." As for his victim, what's more touching, his abject version of a prefight chest-puffing routine or his supine post-coldcock attempt to initiate what he hopes will play as a bygones-dismissing handshake between two proud warriors?
Street fights inspire astonishingly literal-minded dialogue because they are astonishing. "Damn, he just hit you," a voice from the crowd will say as the opponents tear into each other. "He just hit you again. He's beating your ass!" To whom is this commentary directed? Who benefits from it? Not the fighters. They already know who hit whom. Not others in the crowd. They're standing right there watching it for themselves. No, the commentator is just giving expression to the most visceral reaction of all to a fight—disbelief that it's really happening. Maybe that's what onlookers mean when they shout, like mynah birds, "Fight! Fight! Fight!" They can't get over the naked fact of it.


dear prudence
Who's the Boss?
How do I handle an employee who makes nasty comments when I can hear them?
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 7:22 AM ET 
Get "Dear Prudence" delivered to your inbox each week; click here to sign up. Please send your questions for publication to[image: image2.png]


 prudence@slate.com. (Questions may be edited.)

Dear Prudence,
After many years away from home, I decided to work for my family's manufacturing company. I am the boss's son, but work as hard as I can. My office is right next to the factory floor, with a Plexiglas window looking out to the floor. Recently, one of the floor managers was saying some pretty nasty things about me just outside that window, and I could very clearly hear just about everything. Now, I'm not upset about what he said, since most of it is nonsense, but I simply don't want to be subjected to hearing it! Is there some subtle way to tell him that I can hear everything he says when he's right outside my office? Is there a chance he realizes that I can hear and has chosen this location because of that, and, if so, should I confront him? 
—The Boss's Son 

Dear Son,
Even I know your idea about telling him to find a more private place to pass on scurrilous rumors about you is counterproductive. But for expert advice on management issues, I checked with Marty Kurtz of Kurtz Consulting Group in Randolph, N.J. He said it's not surprising that the return of the prodigal son as a new boss has stirred up questions and resentment. The floor manager's behavior is a direct challenge to your authority, and you must address it immediately. Call him in and calmly tell him you heard what he was saying about you, and that the two of you need to clarify a few things. One is that when one manager undermines another to the rest of the employees, it is damaging to everyone involved, and that's not how you run things or want to see them run. Another is that since it's clear he has concerns about your role and decisions, he has to bring such issues directly to you. Then give him the opportunity to respond. When you finish your discussion, reiterate that you hope he understands how you expect his concerns to be handled from now on, and that if the current situation continues, you will consider it to be a direct challenge to the management of the company. 
—Prudie

Dear Prudence Video: Dirty Crossword
Slate V is a new online video magazine.http://link.brightcove.com/services/link/bcpid988092836

 HYPERLINK "http://www.brightcove.com/channel.jsp?channel=78144477" http://www.brightcove.com/channel.jsp?channel=78144477
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Dear Prudence,
I have been dating a wonderful guy for a little more than a year. He's a great guy and would be a great dad, but I don't have that head over heels in love feeling for him. During the first two months, I did have butterflies, but I don't know if that was just the excitement of a new relationship or the beginning of love. All that kind of faded when I realized he doesn't really fit in with my group of friends (who I am really close to—they are like family). But I do enjoy his company in every other way, just not around my friends. Here is the real problem: I want to have at least four kids. I'm approaching 30 and know I need to get started soon. However, I also have dreamed about finding the one—someone I'm head over heels for, my movie love. Do I choose to marry the great guy I'm with and start a family? Or hold out for true love? I'm afraid if I wait for love, I'll miss my opportunity to have a family and forever regret it. But I'm afraid if I settle for less than love, I'll always regret that. 
—Contemplative
Dear Contemplative,
If I tell you it sounds like you have your true love, only you don't realize it and you should marry him and start your life together, would you think, "Hmm, she's right, that's good advice," or would you think, "Boy, she has no idea what she's talking about"? Only you know if you're the kind of person for whom a comfy "great guy" is enough. Here are a couple of questions to ask yourself as you make your decision: Have you ever experienced that kind of movie love you crave, or it is a fantasy of what love should feel like? How easy is it for you to meet men and establish new relationships? And I have a question to ask you: What's with your boyfriend and your friends not being able to get along with each other? You should explore whether your friends are actually an immature clique who resent your boyfriend because he represents moving to a new phase of life, or if their discomfort with him is a warning sign you have chosen to ignore. 
—Prudie

Dear Prudie,
While visiting my girlfriend's parents, I accidentally discovered her dad's large and extensive browser history full of porn sites. I wasn't snooping; I jumped on the family computer to Google directions to a restaurant, when up popped a long and, ahem, adult-oriented list of previous searches. Many of them were extremely explicit. It was weird. Her dad seemed on edge when he discovered me on the family computer, and, sure enough, when I signed on again later that day, all of the browser settings and history had been erased. I didn't tell my girlfriend any of this because, frankly, it's not something I would want to know about my own parents. Still, I feel weird knowing things about her family that she doesn't, and we tell each other everything. I feel like I'm hiding something from her. Should I tell my girlfriend what I found? 
—Knows Too Much

Dear Knows,
No, you don't tell your girlfriend everything. You don't tell her that the blouse your colleague wore was really enticing. You don't tell her that the joke she told wasn't funny. Even in the most open, healthy relationships, people should and do hold things back from each other. Let's say you had been looking for dental floss in the medicine cabinet and came upon the father's Viagra bottle; you wouldn't be obligated to tell your girlfriend about that, either. You accidentally invaded the privacy of your girlfriend's father, so don't inflate the incident by talking about what you discovered. And speaking of finding porn on a family member's computer, let me address the answer I gave recently to the father who was visiting his daughter and her fiance. Because the boyfriend has a history of cheating with women he met online, the father snooped and found a porn site that displayed supposedly local women, and concluded that the boyfriend was cheating again. As many self-acknowledged porn aficionado readers pointed out, such localized content is done by the provider and is not evidence that the boyfriend was up to his old ways. Excellent point. It doesn't change my conclusion, however, that you don't need new evidence to decide that a boyfriend who has flagrantly and frequently cheated on his girlfriend is a dismal prospect of a husband.
—Prudie 
Dear Prudie,
I dance salsa a couple of nights a week. There are several men (of different ages and social backgrounds) I dance with regularly and consider friends. Often, in the course of conversation, these guys will lament the lack of "hotties" in attendance that particular evening. I don't believe they mean to be directly insulting, but by saying that there are no hotties around, they're obviously including me as unhot. Whether I am hot or not is a matter of opinion and beside the point. I have started replying to the lack-of-hotties comments with a joking, "Except for me, of course." I think it is rude and disrespectful, and the comments make me feel self-conscious. Is there something more I can do to deflect the comments, or should I just ignore them?
—Un-caliente (apparently) 

Dear Un,
Instead of pointing out your own desirability, why not sympathize with them through your own lament: "I know exactly what you mean. This class has never attracted one good-looking man, either."

—Prudie



election scorecard
Preferring Indecision
A new poll shows South Carolina voters haven't made up their minds yet.
By Mark Blumenthal and Charles Franklin
Friday, November 30, 2007, at 7:13 AM ET 

A poll out Wednesday (PDF) from Clemson University shows fluidity in both South Carolina primary races. Forty-nine percent of Democrats surveyed say they are undecided about whom to vote for, compared with 28 percent of Republicans. But on a subsequent question about how sure the respondents were about whom they would vote for, 65 percent of Republicans said they "might change their vote," compared with 51 percent of Democrats. Data (crosstabs in pollster parlance) are not provided about any overlap between voters who are undecided and those who are unsure about their vote. Mark Blumenthal, at Pollster, wrote about the nuanced differences between voter preferences and actual votes in September. Clinton and Obama are tied for the Democrats, and Mitt Romney leads several candidates stacked near the top for the GOP. But given the amount of indecision in the air, those numbers may not mean much.
Posted by Chadwick Matlin, Nov. 29, 3:53 p.m.
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	Delegates at stake:

	
	Democrats 
	Republicans

	
	Total delegates: 4323
Total delegates needed to win: 2162
	Total delegates: 2302*
Total delegates needed to win: 1152*
*GOP delegate totals are preliminary.

	
	Delegates won by each candidate:
Clinton: 0; Edwards: 0;
Obama: 0; Richardson: 0; 
Biden: 0; Dodd: 0;
	Delegates won by each candidate:
Giuliani: 0; McCain: 0;
Romney: 0; Thompson: 0;
Huckabee: 0; Paul: 0;

	
	
Want more Slate election coverage? Check out Map the Candidates, Political Futures, Trailhead, XX Factor, and our Campaign Junkie page!
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explainer
How To Prove Your Spouse Is Dead
Will the courts declare Steve Fossett a goner?
By Harlan J. Protass
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 5:36 PM ET 

On Monday, the wife of millionaire-adventurer Steve Fossett asked a Cook County, Ill., court to declare him legally dead so that the assets in his estate can be distributed. Fossett vanished in early September after taking off on a solo flight from a ranch in Nevada. Despite scouring huge expanses of rugged mountainous terrain, searchers found no trace of him or his aircraft. How do you prove that someone is dead without a body?
Wait seven years and file an application with a court. Proof of actual death is generally required before family members of the deceased can get death benefits, such as life insurance proceeds, payments under employee benefits plans, or the like. But it's not always possible to produce evidence in the form of, say, a corpse or essential body part. Courts have therefore developed the concept of "presumption of death" as a substitute for tangible proof of death. According to the Illinois Supreme Court, individuals are presumed dead when: 1) they have disappeared or have been continually absent from home for seven years without explanation; 2) those persons with whom they would likely communicate have not heard anything from or about them; and 3) a diligent search has been made at their last known place of residence without obtaining information that they are alive. These particulars need not be proved beyond a reasonable doubt, as would be required in a criminal case. Rather, an individual's presumed death need only be established by a "preponderance of the evidence"—that it's more likely than not that the person is dead. The presumption of death, however, can be disproved if evidence surfaces showing that the person is actually alive.
That Fossett has been missing for only months rather than years shouldn't impede his wife's application, though, because she's not trying to have him declared dead in the broadest legal sense. Instead, she's filing under an Illinois statute that uses more relaxed standards for the presumption of death (and no seven-year requirement). If she's successful, her husband will be declared dead only for purposes of the distribution of his assets according to his will. To make her case under this law, Mrs. Fossett described the circumstances of her husband's disappearance and the laborious efforts undertaken to find him; she explained that none of his "wealth was transferred out or withdrawn in any manner that would suggest a planned disappearance," and she detailed that he "has not accessed any of his assets since his disappearance."
Even if she sought a broad declaration of her husband's death, she might succeed. Only a few months have passed since he was last seen, but there is ample precedent for declaring people legally dead before the passage of years in exceptional circumstances. For example, shortly after the Sept. 11 attacks on the World Trade Center, the City of New York issued death certificates to family members of those who perished in the tragedy but whose remains were never found. Similarly, victims of the Titanic disaster who went down with the ship were declared legally dead within weeks of its sinking. 

Got a question about today's news? Ask the Explainer.

Explainer thanks reader J.J. Smiley for asking the question.


explainer
Get On the Campaign Bus
How reporters book their seats.
By David Sessions
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 6:05 PM ET 

Last weekend, reporters learned that Rudy Giuliani had purchased three new buses, including a "pretty nice maroon one" for the traveling press. Bus tours have been a colorful element of presidential-campaign theater for decades, and the travel experience has been glamorized by reporters like Timothy Crouse, Hunter S. Thompson, David Foster Wallace, and Steve Carell. So, how would a reporter go about getting a seat on Giuliani's sweet new ride? 
Just call his press office. Staffers coordinate who gets to ride where, usually trying to maintain a balance between local reporters and national correspondents. The selection process is fairly informal: Campaign workers are already familiar with most of the reporters and bloggers who request a ride, but they might ask for some verification if you're working for a small or unknown publication. Even student journalists can sometimes get onboard if there's room. (Those who can't get official permission might try working the trail as a stowaway.) 

Reporters who pass muster with the press office are given a badge that sometimes includes the tour's slogan. The Giuliani campaign, like some others, charges members of the press for their bus seats—usually by dividing the total cost of operating the bus by the number of reporters and prorating the fee based on how much time each spends onboard. John McCain makes a special point of letting reporters ride for free, and even allows them to travel in the same bus that he does.
There are several reasons presidential candidates provide press buses, which vary according to the campaign. For one, it's a way to control access: If the reporters are all sequestered in one place, it assures they're out of the candidate's way except for scheduled announcements and interviews. For candidates who have Secret Service protection, like Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama, things operate more smoothly if reporters stay separated from the crowds of onlookers. 

Press buses are also an effective way to entice coverage. In a small state like Iowa, campaign stops mostly take place in rural towns. Reporters who ride the campaign bus are spared the inconvenience of renting vehicles and taking long, time-consuming drives. 
Got a question about today's news? Ask the Explainer.

Explainer thanks Slate's John Dickerson and Crystal Benton of the John McCain campaign.


explainer
Un-Cheney Heart
Isn't it time for the vice president to get a heart transplant?
By Michelle Tsai
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 6:31 PM ET 

Doctors delivered an electric shock to Vice President Dick Cheney's heart on Monday, jolting it back into a normal rhythm after they discovered an irregular heartbeat. This is the latest entry in an astonishing résumé of cardiac problems for the 66-year-old, who was back at work on Tuesday. Cheney has endured four heart attacks, two angioplasties, quadruple bypass surgery, a defibrillator implanted in his heart, aneurysms behind both knees, and a blood clot in his left leg. Isn't it time the vice president had a heart transplant?

Nope, he's way too healthy. Transplants are considered a last-ditch effort to save a patient. If the procedure works, he must take powerful immunosuppressants for the rest of his life. To be a transplant candidate, Cheney would have to suffer from end-stage heart failure, where the heart muscle is too weak to deliver blood to the rest of the body. A normal heart pumps out about two-thirds of the blood it holds, or in medical-speak, it has an ejection fraction of 65 percent. (This amounts to pushing a gallon of blood through the arteries each minute.) As of 2001, Cheney's ejection fraction was 40 percent—not great, but not sick enough to warrant a transplant. 

According to the guidelines at most transplant centers, only the weakest patients can get a new heart. Most have an ejection fraction of just 10 percent or 15 percent. This is commonly the result of multiple heart attacks, in which portions of cardiac muscle die off from a lack of oxygen. (The heart enlarges to compensate for the diminished pumping capacity, but it still can't push out enough blood to keep the patient healthy.) Anyone with this much heart damage becomes a cardiac cripple: He'll be short of breath after taking just a few steps.
For a man who had his first heart attack at the age of 37 and went on to have three more, Cheney's not in bad shape. In fact, he's sustained only moderate heart muscle damage, thanks to attentive doctors and advances in cardiac care. He did land in the hospital with minor heart failure last year, but that was caused by medication he was taking for a foot problem. The drug caused him to retain fluid, and his heart couldn't handle the extra volume in his blood vessels. Unless Cheney's heart is severely weakened by something like a major heart attack, a viral infection, or deteriorating valves—and doctors have tried all the conventional treatments—he won't have any reason to queue for a transplant. 
Many of Cheney's heart problems have to do with the organ's electrical system, which controls the rate of cardiac contractions. Because of all his heart attacks, it's likely that some of his heart cells no longer conduct electrical signals normally. But patients with irregular heartbeats almost never require transplants because there are much simpler treatments, which Cheney has already received. His defibrillator, which is also a pacemaker, monitors the lower chambers of his heart for fast, abnormal beats—say 300 a minute—that can bring on sudden cardiac death. (If his heart beats out of control, the device will jump-start the rhythm; this feels like being kicked in the chest.) As of this week, Cheney's doctors know that the upper chambers of his heart—i.e., the atria—can also have rhythm problems. But atrial fibrillation isn't fatal; at worst, it can cause stroke. Besides, Cheney's doctors patched him right up on Monday, as they have many times before.
Got a question about today's news? Ask the Explainer.

Explainer thanks Christopher Cannon of Brigham & Women's Hospital, Kenneth Ellenbogen of the Medical College of Virginia, and Hasan Garan of NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital.


explainer
Negotiating on the Night Shift
Why are labor contracts worked out on nights and weekends?
By Michelle Tsai
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 7:01 PM ET 
Broadway theater producers and striking stagehands argued over a new contract for 20 consecutive hours this past weekend, from early Sunday until 6:30 on Monday morning. The two sides agreed to meet again on Monday evening. Why are they keeping their negotiations to nights and weekends?

So the talks don't interrupt business as usual. Bargaining sessions are frequently scheduled for hours when management and employees aren't working, partly so the company can continue to operate, and partly to allow employees to spend daylight hours on the picket lines. In some cases, management is obligated to pay nonstriking employees who spend the workday bargaining, so there's an incentive to keep talks to off-hours. A union might also gain an advantage from late-night negotiations, since employees who normally work shifts would be accustomed to pulling all-nighters.
Midnight-oil bargaining teams might comprise a handful of people per side, or up to a few dozen for disputes involving very large companies. A major contract negotiation typically begins with an opening ceremony during which each side makes formal introductions and delivers speeches. (For the United Auto Workers' talks with General Motors and Ford, photographers and journalists were invited to this opening number, and negotiators sometimes played to the crowd with jokes.) 

It can be hard for the negotiations to get going, though, since the two sides may not immediately agree on basic ground rules. The bargaining teams have to decide whether to impose a gag rule with respect to the media or each organization's members. They may also discuss rules for caucusing, or stepping away from the table to talk privately with others on your team.
Once the actual bargaining begins, there's usually a lot of posturing and waiting around. The two sides can spend hours talking face-to-face and exchanging documents that bolster their arguments, but more often half the people are twiddling their thumbs. After one side makes an offer, the other goes into caucus and returns, minutes or hours later, with a counteroffer, which then prompts the first side to leave the room to work on its counter-counteroffer. Since these are compromises by committee, even small changes can take a long time. Note-takers on each side keep a record of what's said in case there's a disagreement down the line. In a complicated negotiation, several subcommittees might hold simultaneous talks on the side, each addressing a specific issue like employee pensions. Top negotiators can also hold one-on-one "sidebar" meetings that are separate from the main talks; this is actually how most deals are struck—over dinner or drinks, not across a conference table. (A sidebar meeting between Hollywood writers and producers in October couldn't prevent a strike, though.)

If negotiations drag on for a whole day (or night), both sides might agree to break for a few hours. But usually so much is at stake—in the case of the Broadway strikers, millions of dollars a day in lost revenue for the city—that no one stops for sleep unless it's absolutely necessary. Eventually, negotiators may decide to do away with face-to-face talks altogether and opt instead for what's called "shuttle diplomacy." The two sides stop communicating with each other directly, and a federal mediator ferries proposals from one side to the other and helps broker compromises.

Got a question about today's news? Ask the Explainer.

Explainer thanks Richard Bank of the AFL-CIO; Kate Bronfenbrenner, David Lipsky, and Ken Margolies of the School of Industrial and Labor Relations at Cornell University; Linda Foley of the Newspaper Guild CWA; and Philip Mortensen of Kreitzman, Mortensen & Borden.


fighting words
Mitt the Mormon
Why Romney needs to talk about his faith.
By Christopher Hitchens
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 12:23 PM ET 

Mitt Romney appears to think that, in respect of the bizarre beliefs of his church, he has come up with a twofer response. Not only can he decline to answer questions about these beliefs, he can also reap additional benefit from complaining that people keep asking him about them. In a video response of revolting sanctimony and self-pity last week, he responded to some allegedly anti-Mormon "push poll" calls in Iowa and New Hampshire by saying that it was "un-American" to bring up his "faith," especially "at a time when we are preparing for Thanksgiving," whatever that had to do with it. Additional interest is lent to this evasive tactic by the very well-argued case, made by Mark Hemingway in National Review Online, that it was actually the Romney campaign that had initiated the anti-Mormon push-poll calls in the first place! What's that? A threefer? Let me count the ways: You encourage the raising of an awkward question in such a way as to make it seem illegitimate. You then strike a hurt attitude and say that you are being persecuted for your faith. This, in turn, discourages other reporters from raising the question. Yes, that's the three-card monte.
According to Byron York, who has been riding around with Romney for National Review, it's working, as well. Most journalists have tacitly agreed that it's off-limits to ask the former governor about the tenets of the Mormon cult. Nor do they get much luck if they do ask: When Bob Schieffer of Face the Nation inquired whether Mormons believe that the Garden of Eden is or was or will be in the great state of Missouri, he was told by Romney to go ask the Mormons! However, we do have the governor in an off-guard moment in Iowa, saying that "The [Mormon] Church says that Christ appears and splits the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem. … And then, over a thousand years of the millennium, that the world is reigned in two places, Jerusalem and Missouri. … The law will come from Missouri, and the other will be from Jerusalem." 
It ought to be borne in mind that Romney is not a mere rank-and-file Mormon. His family is, and has been for generations, part of the dynastic leadership of the mad cult invented by the convicted fraud Joseph Smith. It is not just legitimate that he be asked about the beliefs that he has not just held, but has caused to be spread and caused to be inculcated into children. It is essential. Here is the most salient reason: Until 1978, the so-called Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was an officially racist organization. Mitt Romney was an adult in 1978. We need to know how he justified this to himself, and we need to hear his self-criticism, if he should chance to have one. 
The Book of Mormon, when it is not "chloroform in print" as Mark Twain unkindly phrased it, is full of vicious ingenuity. From it you can learn of the ancient battle of Cumorah, which occurred at a site conveniently near Joseph Smith's home in upstate New York. In this legendary engagement, the Nephites, described as fair-skinned and "handsome," fought against the outcast Lamanites, whose punishment for turning away from God was to be afflicted with dark skin. Later, in antebellum Missouri and preaching against abolition, Smith and his cronies announced that there had been a third group in heaven during the battle between God and Lucifer. This group had made the mistake of trying to remain neutral but, following Lucifer's defeat, had been forced into the world and compelled to "take bodies in the accursed lineage of Canaan; and hence the negro or African race." Until 1978, no black American was permitted to hold even the lowly position of deacon in the Mormon Church, and nor were any (not that there were many applicants) admitted to the sacred rites of the temple. The Mormon elders then had a "revelation" and changed the rules, thus more or less belatedly coming into compliance with the dominant civil rights statutes. The timing (as with the revelation abandoning polygamy, which occurred just in time to prevent Utah from being denied membership of the Union) permits one to be cynical about its sincerity. However that may be, it certainly makes nonsense of Romney's moaning about any criticism or questioning being "un-American." The Mormons have already had to choose—twice—between their beliefs and American values.
Sen. Robert Byrd, D-W.Va., has had to be asked about his long-ago membership of the Ku Klux Klan (which, I would remind you, is also a Protestant Christian identity organization), and he was only a fiddle-playing member, not a Grand Kleagle or whatever the hell it is. Why should Romney not be made to give an account of himself? A black candidate with ties to Louis Farrakhan could expect questions about his faith in the existence of the mad scientist Yakub, creator of the white race, or in the orbiting mother ship visited by the head of the Nation of Islam. What gives Romney an exemption? 
There is also the question—this one more nearly resembles the one that John F. Kennedy agreed to answer so straightforwardly in 1960—of authority. The Mormons claim that their leadership is prophetic and inspired and that its rulings take precedence over any human law. The constitutional implications of this are too obvious to need spelling out, but it would be good to see Romney spell them out all the same.
So phooey, say I, to the false reticence of the press and to the bogus sensitivities that underlie it. This extends even to the less important matters. If candidates can be asked to declare their preference as between briefs and boxers, then we already have a precedent, and Romney can be asked whether, as a true believer should, he wears Mormon underwear. What's un-American about that? The bottom line is that Romney should expect to be asked these very important questions, and we should expect him not to obfuscate and whine anymore but to give clear and unambiguous answers to them.



food
Hey, Fromage Obsessive
The right food-snob reference book for you.
By Sara Dickerman
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 6:23 PM ET 

It gets ever harder to be a snob these days. Take food: It used to be a simple familiarity with Valrhona chocolate or a decent recipe for pad Thai could convince companions that you were an alpha in the food realm. Now, however, what was once esoteric food knowledge has trickled out of the subcultural creeks and into general culture. So, to help you take your food knowledge to the next level, David Kamp, who wrote last year's savvy history of the American "food revolution," The United States of Arugula, and who's also sought to define the film- and rock-snob subcultures, has partnered with Marion Rosenfeld to put together a little book called The Food Snob's Dictionary. 

Part Preppy Handbook, part Dictionary of Received Ideas, and quite funny throughout, the Food Snob's handbook doesn't so much seek to define individual terms, like poulet de Bresse (the esteemed French chicken) or induction cookers (the electromagnetic cooktop), as define how such terms can be used to score points against other snobs or food-loving novices. Take a line from the FSD's definition of "nouvelle cuisine," the French food movement of the 1960s and '70s: "Snobs love to clear up the misperceptions that nouvelle chefs favored tiny portions and rejected cream-based sauces, noting that it was flour-based sauces that nouvelle-ers shunned."
As such, the FSD is a great starting point for would-be snobs. But, of course, the book itself is a symptom of the very popularization of food culture from which food devotees retreat. And so, here are a few other reference manuals to consult as the watering holes of today's snobbery become increasingly crowded. 
Nine times out of 10, when you are lectured on food history or science, the pontificator is paraphrasing Harold McGee's On Food and Cooking—a wordy and scientifically minded encyclopedia on food chemistry, history, sociology, and biology. McGee is cited in the FSD as a "food-science god," which is pretty much true.
For a similar science-y approach to food (but in terser dictionary form), it is hard to beat the Oxford Dictionary of Food and Nutrition, which defines a mind-blowing range of food and drink terms that reach beyond the restaurant-focused zeitgeist and into nutritional science and food manufacturing terms. Entries will please would-be molecular gastronomists, like the one for an ultrasonic homogenizer—a "high-speed vibrator used to cream soups, disperse dried milk …stabilize tomato puree, prepare peanut butter, etc.," as well as lists of esoteric fruits and vegetables, like the pitanga, aka the Surinam cherry.
Considerably more conversational in tone, and thus perhaps better fodder for cocktail conversations, is The Food Lover's Companion by Sharon Tyler Herbst and Ron Herbst. It's more strictly culinary than ODFN, including definitions of annoyingly vague (and amusingly dirty sounding) cookery verbs like "to mount," or "firm-ball stage." Unlike the FSD, the FLC's also got plenty of fodder for Asian-food snobs, such as an engagingly comprehensive entry on bubble tea, or zhen shou nai cha. Never underestimating the power of reverse snobbism, the FLC includes entries on down-market pleasures like Fluffernutters and Sloppy Joes as well. Similar to the FLC in its approachable prose, Michael Ruhlman's new book The Elements of Cooking, is modeled on Strunk and White's grammar guide, and through its glossary of cooking terms provides a very practical philosophy of the kitchen. 
For the truly aspirational snob, one must look at the late enlightenment reference works by historic epicures. Kamp and Rosenfeld rightly mention Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, "the French lawyer-statesman (1755-1826) whose obsessive interest in eating well compelled him to write the Snob urtext The Physiology of Taste," in the FSD. One should not overlook, however, his contemporary, Alexandre Balthazar Laurent Grimod de la Reyniere, who, in his eight-volume Gourmand's Almanac (1803-12), sounds like a contemporary regional-food fetishist as he describes the education of a young gourmand: "[H]e (the elder gourmand) teaches him Geography through gourmandise, which is truly enchanting. Thus instead of asking what is the capital of Alsace, he asks him what town is famous for its carp, its salmon, its goose liver pate, and its crayfish? The young man responds Strasbourg, in fact the only town blessed with all four of these specialties." Famed novelist Alexandre Dumas also left behind the gargantuan manuscript for his Dictionary of Cuisine, which was written with a novelist's eye for atmosphere: "In Rheims, before the first table napkins came into use, hands were wiped on hanks of wool that were neither new, nor newly washed." Excerpts from all three gourmands are provided, in English, in Denise Gigante's Gusto: Essential Writings in 19th Century Gastronomy (with extra snob points for its intro by Harold Bloom). 
The mother of all contemporary food reference books—an opinionated encyclopedia rather than a dictionary, comes from Oxford as well—The Oxford Companion to Food from the late, great Alan Davidson (who's strangely missing from the FSD) and his cohorts. In his many scholarly projects, Davidson helped make arcane food knowledge a respectable academic and high-amateur pursuit. Though his writing is eager and sensualist in tone, rather than outwardly lofty and snobbish, the OCF provides invaluable trivia to the working snob—entries on obscure meats "the cane rat may reach a length, not including tail, of nearly 60 cm, and provides a substantial amount of good meat," to near-forgotten cookery writers like Hannah Wolley, "the first woman to author a cookery book in English." While the 1,000-plus-paged OCF is broad-ranging, the true snob can appreciate the micro-focus of Davidson's seafood dictionaries, Seafood of South-East Asia, Mediterranean Seafood, and North Atlantic Seafood, which are essential for piscine one-upmanship among food snobs. They catalog the fish of each region with unremitting diligence and also rate each fish on its subjective culinary quality. 
Overall, the most snob-useful reference books are, like Davidson's seafood dictionaries, narrow in their focus. In order to truly distinguish oneself as a food snob today, it helps to specialize. Food is too big a subject and has become too popular to simply know a little bit about everything. At your disposal, then, are books like Kazuko Masui and Tomoko Yamada's revered illustrated field guide to French cheeses, which obsessively documents the terroir and mating calls of the most obscure fromages in the country. Its photographic palate of ivory, cream, and tan is a minimalist's dream. For the historical food enthusiast, there is Kitchen Utensils: Names, Origins, and Definitions through the Ages, by Phillips V. Brooks, which, through pictures and definitions, helps you tell a sugar nipper (for cutting loaf sugar into lumps) from a muffineer (a perforated container for sprinkling salt or sugar on muffins). And for food snobs who like to maximize their scientific input, there is Molecular Gastronomy: Exploring the Science of Flavor, a compendium of encyclopedic entries by Hervé This, one of the prime movers and shakers in the molecular gastronomy movement (and mentioned in the Food Snob's Dictionary). It's rich material for the snob: In one essay, he describes an experiment that demonstrates how different reblochon cheeses taste, depending on whether they're made from the milk of cows on a north- or south-facing meadow. 

It may seem absurd to think that anyone would want to know such minutiae, but in any erudite world, specialized knowledge is the stuff of authority. Years ago, I learned this when I started innocently attending meetings of the Culinary Historians of Southern California. I met a man in, yes, a bow tie, who asked me about my area of expertise. I told him I cooked at a restaurant and liked learning about food. He responded, perhaps a little amused by my blockheaded generalism, "Oh. I smoke meat." I felt incredibly bland as I soon realized other members of the group included a medieval Arabic cookbook specialist and a junior league cookbook expert.
Kamp and Rosenfeld's own snobbery, like mine, I must admit, seems to range toward the Berkelified, farm-centric Northern California food world—the galaxy consisting of past and present Chez Panisse suppliers like Acme Bread Company—and rotates around Alice Waters. The California turf might be pretty crowded territory, but there is still plenty of other snob glory to be grabbed—in the distant past, in the outer reaches of Asia, and the street foods of Latin America, even in the less-storied regions of Italy. Go narrow and go deep, and you'll find your own snob universe soon enough.


foreigners
America's Latest African Blunder
How an about-face on a boundary issue could destabilize an entire region.
By Michela Wrong
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 5:38 PM ET 

Sometimes, authors of tell-all memoirs reveal even more than they realize. One such revelation comes on Page 347 of John Bolton's Surrender Is Not an Option, published earlier this month. I doubt most reviewers noticed the line as they leafed through the book in search of the former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations' famous putdowns. But for anyone who follows events in the Horn of Africa, it had all the impact of a small explosion.
Bolton, whose contempt for the United Nations is only matched by his exasperation with the State Department, recounts the position Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Jendayi Frazer adopted in 2006 toward the "final and binding" ruling an international commission had reached over the Eritrean-Ethiopian border, the cause of a war that claimed some 90,000 lives.
"For reasons I never understood," writes Bolton, "Frazer reversed course, and asked in early February to reopen the 2002 [Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission] decision, which she had concluded was wrong, and award a major piece of disputed territory to Ethiopia. I was at a loss how to explain that to the Security Council, so I didn't."
Why should this interest anyone outside the United Nations? Because, at a peculiarly sensitive moment in the Horn's history, Bolton's words confirm what those who follow U.S. policy in Africa sensed but could never prove: While presenting itself as a neutral player in a bitter contest between two African regimes, Washington has in fact played the old Cold War game, favoring realpolitik over international law—with disastrous results. 
The decision Bolton cites was meant to settle where the fuzzy international frontier between Ethiopia and Eritrea really lay. While the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission allotted many areas Eritrea claimed to Ethiopia, the village of Badme, a flashpoint of the 1998-2000 war, went to Eritrea. It was a decision Addis Ababa found impossible to swallow. As Bolton writes, "Ethiopia had agreed on a mechanism to resolve the border dispute in 2000 and was now welching on the deal."
What was at stake was never Badme village itself or its surrounding land. Nor, despite much trumpeting to that effect, was Ethiopia overly preoccupied by the fate of villagers whose settlements the EEBC line cut across. The standoff was all about wounded Ethiopian pride. Demarcation meant implicit recognition that the 1998-2000 war, which the Ethiopian army effectively won, was fought on a faulty premise. In Addis' eyes, it also meant accepting arrogant Eritrean President Isaias Afewerki's view of his tiny, strident nation as a significant regional player. 
As a witness to the Algiers agreement that ended hostilities and established the EEBC, Washington has always publicly asserted its support for the commission's ruling. That finding was never Frazer's to challenge or change. No doubt her legal advisers warned her against the folly of trying to reopen a unanimous decision that took 13 months to reach, hence Washington's subsequent silence on the matter. 
But Washington has, in every other respect, made its bias clear. Having decided Ethiopia was the region's linchpin state and a key ally in its campaign against Islamic extremism, it failed to pressure or punish Prime Minister Meles Zenawi when he defied international law. Ethiopia remains the biggest African recipient of U.S. aid—$500 million a year—and the strikes Washington launched at retreating Islamist fighters when Ethiopian forces overran Somalia last December illustrated the closeness of the two administrations' military cooperation. 
Bolton's revelation could not come at a more sensitive time. The EEBC, which once planned to mark the line with cement pillars, says it considers its mission fulfilled at the end of this month. Exhausted by five years of Ethiopian foot-dragging, it intends to disband on Nov. 30, and the border will then be considered officially designated. 
The fast-approaching deadline has both regimes in jittery mode. Eritrea accuses Addis of plotting to invade; Ethiopia denies this but has boosted military spending and warns that another war would be fought to the finish. Analysts say neither nation's forces are in a fit state to reopen hostilities, but a quarter of a million heavily armed troops stand mustered at the border. The International Crisis Group, which regards the possibility of a new war as "very real," has called for the United States to use its influence to rein in Addis and on the U.N. Security Council to reiterate its support for the EEBC ruling.
Washington, the only power that enjoys any effective leverage over Prime Minister Zenawi, appears to believe that in bolstering Ethiopia, it is backing a force for stability, a diplomatic approach that dates back to Emperor Haile Selassie's era. The opposite is probably true, because the unsettled border issue has acted as a festering sore, infecting the entire region. 

Stalemated on the border issue, the two leaders have continued to wage a proxy war in alternative venues, each supporting rebel movements committed to their rival's downfall. Somalia has been the first major casualty of this cynical game: Eritrea's arming of the Islamic Courts Union was regarded as intolerable provocation by Addis, which sent its tanks rolling in.

Having boasted last December that it could pacify Somalia within two weeks, Ethiopia is now confronting the same hearts-and-minds problem as U.S. troops in Baghdad. The hundreds of thousands of Somali refugees streaming out of Mogadishu, like the villagers emerging from the Ogaden region with tales of Ethiopian rape and plunder, will provide future Islamist movements with easy recruits.

But the reverberations of the EEBC debacle spread much further. Why, in the future, should any well-connected African state ever agree to obey an international ruling that finds in favor of a smaller, weaker rival? 
Washington appears to have learned nothing from the past, when the decision to embrace unsavory African strongmen purely on the basis of their anti-Communist credentials proved the most short-sighted of investments. Now, just as then, such supposed pragmatism is proving counterproductive, turning an already unstable region into a war-torn, refugee-plagued, famine-afflicted recruiting ground for extremism.


foreigners
The New Dissidents
Why does Putin bother to arrest the "Other Russia" protesters? Because he can.
By Anne Applebaum
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 8:01 PM ET 

In the photographs of his arrest, Garry Kasparov—former world chess champion, current Russian opposition leader—is wearing a nondescript gray jacket and a somewhat retro wool cap. He is gloveless. By contrast, the Russian militiamen making the arrest are kitted out in full regalia: tall fur hats with metal insignia in the center, camouflage coats, walkie-talkies, black leather gloves. Squint hard, and the pictures—taken at this weekend's "Other Russia" protest rally in Moscow—could come from the 1960s or the 1980s, back when Soviet police arrested Soviet dissidents with some regularity. 
The similarity is more than merely visual. In its heyday, the Soviet dissident movement was a sometimes odd, often unworkable amalgam of human rights activists, disappointed insiders, bloody-minded outsiders, fervent religious believers, and nationalists of a wide range of Soviet nationalities. Some of them would have been right at home at any generic "no nukes" rally, others would have found themselves on the far right of any political spectrum in the world, but it hardly mattered. In 1983, Peter Reddaway, then the leading academic observer of Soviet dissidents, reckoned they had made "little or no headway among the mass of ordinary people." 
The current movement is no different. Kasparov himself, still better known for his titanic battles against the world's smartest chess computer than for his political acumen, is sui generis. His allies in the "Other Russia" movement are an odd mix, too. Among them are formerly mainstream economic liberals, including Boris Nemtsov, once deputy prime minister; the would-be fascists of the National Bolshevik Party, led by Eduard Limonov, an ex-dissident, ex-punk, ex-writer; and the remnants of the human rights movement, most notably the Moscow Helsinki Group. Just as the old dissident movement was united only by its hatred of Soviet communism, "Other Russia" is an umbrella organization, united only by its hatred of Putinism, an ideology that has solidified in recent months into something resembling an old-fashioned personality cult. 
Odder still is the fact that we hear anything about them at all. Until recently, this ragtag group of elderly ex-dissidents and twentysomethings would surely have been tolerated by the authorities, whose attitude to political opposition used to be a good deal subtler. During most of his presidency, Putin's "managed democracy" permitted many forms of political dissent, so long as they remained extremely small. Although most TV stations are controlled one way or another by the Kremlin, a few low-circulation newspapers were allowed to keep up some criticism. Although anyone with real potential to oppose Putin was dissuaded or destroyed, a few unpopular critics, Kasparov among them, were allowed to keep talking. A bit of pressure was released, and the regime was never really challenged. 
In the past year, things have changed. The still-unsolved murder of journalist and Putin critic Anna Politkovskaya was followed by regular physical and verbal attacks on the president's opponents. Typical of the latter was Pravda.ru, which last spring called the anti-Putin opposition a "motley army of deviants, criminals, wannabe politicians, fraudsters and gangsters on the fringes of Russian society." Putin himself calls them scavenging "jackals" who live on foreign handouts. 

But if they really are deviants and jackals, why arrest them? If Putin really is wildly popular, why bother calling them names? Kasparov himself answers this question—one of many political mysteries in Russia at the moment—by arguing that Putin is far less secure than he appears to be. During a recent lecture in Warsaw, I heard him convince a large crowd that Russian opinion polling in general should be taken with a grain of salt: In an authoritarian society, especially a post-Soviet one, who tells the truth to a stranger over the telephone? He also claimed that polls asking more specific questions—"Is your city well-run? Is your mayor corrupt?"—produce a far less contented portrait of Russian society than questions like, "Do you approve of Vladimir Putin?" 
Maybe so—but that doesn't exclude the other, grimmer explanation, which is that Putin beats up his opposition because he can. The dollar is sinking, Bush is fading, and Europe still doesn't have a unified Russia policy. Meanwhile, Russia is awash in oil money, next week's parliamentary elections will go the Kremlin's way no matter what, and why should the Russian president care if there's some name-calling in the Washington Post?

Putin and his entourage have already got most of what they wanted from the West—including the chance to host a G8 summit in St. Petersburg. If this weekend's photographs look like they were taken 30 years ago, why should they care? Few in Russia will see them. And most of those who do will surely draw the intended conclusion, keeping well away the next time a crowd gathers in a Moscow square.


gabfest
The Larry Summers Memorial Thanksgiving Gabfest
Listen to Slate's weekly political show.
By Emily Bazelon, John Dickerson, Dana Milbank, David Plotz, and June Thomas
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 3:15 PM ET 
To play the Nov. 23 Gabfest, click the arrow on the audio player below:
[image: image8.wmf]
You can also download the program here, or you can subscribe to the weekly Gabfest podcast feed in iTunes by clicking here.
On today's agenda: Barack Obama surges in Iowa, a stem-cell breakthrough, and D.C.'s handgun law goes to court.
Our e-mail address is podcasts@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.) Posted by June Thomas at 3:15 p.m.
Friday, Nov. 16, 2007
To play the Nov. 16 Gabfest, download the program here, or you can subscribe to the weekly Gabfest podcast feed in iTunes by clicking here.
On this week's agenda: bad news for Hillary; parsing the good news from Iraq; and the debate over whether to issue driver's licenses to undocumented aliens.
Some of the articles mentioned in the discussion:

Emily's "XX Factor" post on John McCain's "gaffe"
John on Hillary Clinton's planted question 
Time's Michael Duffy on Rudy Giuliani's Kerik problem
Our e-mail address is podcasts@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.) Posted by June Thomas at 3:30 p.m.
Friday, Nov. 9, 2007
To play the Nov. 9 Gabfest, download the program here, or you can subscribe to the weekly Gabfest podcast feed in iTunes by clicking here.
The Gabfest crew reconvened in the D.C. radio room to discuss Rudy's hookup with Pat Robertson, Hillary's gender politics, the worrying turn of events in Pakistan, and our sick economy.

Our e-mail address is podcasts@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.) Posted by June Thomas at 2:15 p.m.
Friday, Nov. 2, 2007
To play the Nov. 2 Gabfest, download the program here, or you can subscribe to the weekly Gabfest podcast feed in iTunes by clicking here.
David is traveling this week, but the Washington Post's "Washington Sketch" writer, Dana Milbank, joined John and Emily to chew over debating Democrats, the Republican doing Meet the Press on Sunday, and the flap over waterboarding. And in a shocking development, John offers a "Cocktail Chatter" nugget that doesn't involve polling!
Some of the articles mentioned in the discussion:

The waterboarding video Emily mentioned
Dana Milbank's Washington Post piece about the waterboarding breakfast
William Saletan's piece on the AEI's forum on smart Jews
Slate V's take on the Ron Paul ad, along with his supporters' negative reactions

Our e-mail address is podcasts@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.) Posted by June Thomas at 1:19 p.m.
Friday, Oct. 26, 2007
To play the Oct. 26 Gabfest, download the program here, or you can subscribe to the weekly Gabfest podcast feed in iTunes by clicking here.
On this week's show, Emily, John, and David discuss the latest political dramas, Californian fires and signs of Armageddon, and the New Republic's "Iraq Diarist" dilemma.


Since the D.C. Slatesters moved into their swank new digs, the dimensions and acoustics of the new "studio" have been topics of some fascination for gabbers and listeners alike. By popular demand, we present a photographic explanation for why it sometimes sounds as though the Gabfest is recorded in a wind tunnel—the soundproofing is still a work in progress. (That's the carpet that Emily was responsible for selecting, BTW. I'm told it was reattached to the wall before the Oct. 26 show was recorded.)
Our e-mail address is podcasts@slate.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name unless the writer stipulates otherwise.) Posted by June Thomas at 1:22 p.m.


gardening
The Fire Next Time
How wildfire preparedness is turning California into Arizona.
By Constance Casey
Friday, November 30, 2007, at 7:20 AM ET 

The Santa Ana wind, which hits Southern California like a parched hurricane almost every fall, followed an unusually dry winter and spring this year. The California summer was, as usual, hot and rainless. An autumn with dry earth, dry trees, dry grass—all it took was a spark. 
The sour though sensible aftereffect of the Malibu and San Diego County fires is that California homeowners are beginning to look at their trees and plants not as beloved and beautiful green stuff but as fuel for a future fire.

The lingering edginess and increased sensitivity to this threat is a lot like the way Californians feel about earthquakes. It would be nice to put the wineglasses up there on a shelf over the sink, but in a quake those glasses would be dangerous missiles. Similarly, it would be lovely to have that oak tree at the corner of the house shading the deck, but fire could race up the tree trunk to the roof. Now, in fact, wooden decks are strongly discouraged, and should be replaced by stone or cement patios. A rose-covered cottage is now perceived as a firetrap.
When your biggest investment is a house in fire country, every green thing that could turn brown starts to look like "flammable material," in the terminology of firefighters. Indeed, a relatively new law requires Californians to remove dead, brown flammable material and to severely thin out even potentially flammable green material. Property owners must maintain a lean, clean relatively bare zone in an area of 30 feet immediately surrounding a house, plus a "reduced fuel zone" in the remaining 70 feet or to the property line.
It's quite a precedent. On the positive side, the clear space makes the house less likely to ignite, though in a high wind all bets are off. The bare area makes defending a home less dangerous for firefighters. But this cleanup also means no more picturesque tall grasses; no more woody trumpet vine or wisteria winding up the front porch pillar; no more paths carpeted with pine needles or wood chips; no groves or tall hedges, since under the law, trees must be at least 10 feet apart, 30 feet apart on a slope.
Home gardeners are advised to space shrubs as well as trees far apart to prevent fire from jumping from bush to bush. A disconcerting passage on this topic from one University of California advisory (PDF) reads, "The actual between-plant spacing depends on one's aversion to the risk of fire spreading to one's home, and the associated chance of losing it." We presume that all those property owners not averse to collecting insurance (and not worrying about losing the photo albums, CD collection, and the family cat) can go ahead and put their azaleas in close formation. 
The California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection Web site features a folk song—no kidding—about cleaning up your yard, and a scary movie ("Without 100 feet of defensible space, this house never had a chance.")
Some Southern Californians, eager to protect their real estate, have already complied with excessive enthusiasm, clearing their plots down to bare earth. This produces not only a very dreary yard but also a yard vulnerable to erosion, exposing the house to yet another California disaster—mud slides. (Plants shorter than 18 inches are allowed near the house. Well-watered flowers and succulent plants are recommended.) But bare earth doesn't stay bare; weedy annual grasses sprout fast, and when they die back, they're exceedingly flammable. 
Beyond the idea of succulent plants—things like sedums and cacti that store water in their thick fleshy tissues—experts don't agree on what plants would be especially helpful. There is agreement (PDF) on what trees to avoid—junipers, pine trees, eucalyptus, and Italian cypress. Unhappily, pine trees and cypresses happen to be the particular favorites of the owners of Mediterranean-style luxury homes. (Here's more information on what not to plant and a map of which areas are at greatest risk.) 
Of course any tree or plant will burn if the fire is strong enough, but well-watered plants do burn more slowly. So the advice is to keep your plants watered, get rid of debris, and lop off dead branches. All these steps are certainly reasonable (assuming there will be water for irrigation), but they underestimate the power of wind-driven smoldering wood. In November's Malibu fire, embers were flying horizontally in a 60-mph wind. With conditions like that, you could put a moat around your house and it would still catch fire. 
The soon-to-be-mandatory vegetation whacking applies to what's in the homeowner's garden. But for years there has been a movement to have fire prevention extend farther into the wild, specifically to cut wide fire breaks through the native chaparral or initiate controlled burns of that native vegetation. 
These are not great ideas. Like the bare yard space, the bare ground would sprout weedy grasses. And much would be lost. The chaparral plants, aside from being habitat for a lot of creatures, have deep roots that hold hillsides and cliffs in place, a useful trait in earthquake country. The plants catch the moisture of the winter rains and evaporate it back through their leaves into the atmosphere, beneficial in wildfire territory. 
When you fly from San Francisco to San Diego, the olive-green velvet you see on the thinly populated hills below is chaparral. It's a dense, complex interweaving of low trees, shrubs, and plants, including scrub oak, ceanothus, manzanita, and sage. (The word chaparral is derived from a Basque word for a thicket of dwarf oaks.) 

The same sort of mixture of vegetation, adapted to hot, dry summers and mild, rainy winters, grows in the south of France and is known as the maquis, a word with heroic connotations. The French resistance to the Nazi occupation was known as Le Maquis, from the phrase "prendre le maquis," to take to the hills.

One of the late Ronald Reagan's great pleasures when he took to the hills at his ranch above Santa Barbara was to attack the California maquis with a chain saw. Under the new state law, homeowners must be out there emulating the late president, or pay a $500 fine.
What makes that green velvet frightening to some is that many of the chaparral plants are combustible—it's the way they evolved to keep their species going in a fire-prone environment. For some of the plants, the strategy for weathering the dry summers is to become resinous, thus flammable, and to sprout back from the surviving crown within weeks after a fire. Others have seeds that actually require fire to germinate—either the heat causes the seed coat to split or the nitrogen dioxide in smoke sets off a reaction that causes the seed to crack and put out a green seedling the first time it rains.
Patches of the chaparral burned and renewed themselves for centuries. No one cared much until 40 or 50 years ago, when cities expanded. We've become frighteningly house-centric in our vision of how to manage the land.

One of the continuing and fascinating problems for all gardeners is how to learn to live with the power of natural forces. The chaparral plants adapted to live with drought and fire. Spacing out the trees and getting rid of dead wood seems for now to be our adaptation to the same fire-prone climate. Still, something will be lost if Southern California's hillsides turn into a mosaic of fire-retardant fortresses, with a landscape of isolated trees, stone terraces, and little flower beds mulched with colored pebbles rather than wood chips. These gardens will not blend gracefully into the natural surroundings. Homeowners may look up from their chain saw work and think, the groves of native oaks, the masses of blue-flowered ceanothus, the sage-scented air—weren't these a big part of why we wanted to live here?


gizmos
Can Amazon Save the E-Book?
The online retailer takes a crack at selling a portable book-reading gadget.
By Harry McCracken
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 5:40 PM ET 

Amazon.com unveiled its Kindle e-book reader last week with a PR extravaganza that might impress even Steve Jobs. Amazon founder Jeff Bezos brandished his first hardware product on Charlie Rose and the cover of Newsweek, and secured testimonials from such dead-tree luminaries as Toni Morrison and Lemony Snicket. The marketing seems to have worked. The $400 Kindle is already enough of a success that, as I write this, it's back-ordered until Dec. 17. 
If you go by the wisdom of the blogs, however, the Kindle is less the iPod of books than the Apple IIc of books. Early adopters have groused about the oversized PREV PAGE and NEXT PAGE buttons, which make it tough to pick up the device without accidentally paging through the book you're reading. They've also sneered at Amazon's copy protection, which is so crippling that you can't even buy an e-book for a Kindle-owning pal.
My first six days with the Amazonian e-reader have confirmed that these criticisms are on target. I'd be startled if, at least in the pricey gizmo's initial incarnation, this is the product that gives e-books iPod-like ubiquity. Still, unless Amazon caves quickly, it will probably be the closest thing to a mainstream e-reader yet. For everything Kindle isn't, it remains the best attempt so far at making e-books make sense. To borrow the famous left-handed compliment that Alan Kay gave the original Macintosh, it's the first e-book reader that's good enough to criticize.
Amazon's e-reader doesn't look special from the outside. It's plasticky, white, and a bit chunky, about the size of a 200-page trade paperback and weighing in at 10.3 ounces. The device's greatest innovation is hidden inside. Earlier e-readers—including Sony's svelter, cheaper, still-extant Reader—made you buy your books on a PC and then copy them to the unit via a cable. Kindle, though, has built-in wireless broadband, courtesy of Sprint's nationwide EVDO network. Preconfigured and provided at no additional charge, Amazon's Whispernet service lets you browse for e-books and other content on the device itself. You can download a book in seconds anywhere Sprint has coverage. 
It's a remarkably seamless experience, the purest expression of Amazon's 1-Click approach to shopping. Roaming the aisles of a local Borders with Kindle in hand, I bought and downloaded Elmore Leonard's Up in Honey's Room in a lot less time than it would have taken to locate it in the stacks and make my way through the checkout line. I also paid $9.99, rather than Borders' $25.95 plus tax.
When it comes to book selection and pricing, Kindle is far superior to its predecessors. At launch, almost 90,000 books are available for purchase compared with 20,000-plus at Sony's online store. That's puny compared to the millions of volumes that Amazon sells in printed form, and the selection is strongest in high-profile books and public-domain oldies. You can buy 100 of the 112 titles on the New York Times best-seller list, for example, but Vladimir Nabokov and Ian Fleming are both missing in action. On the plus side, almost everything is a tempting $9.99 or less.
Beyond books, Amazon has sealed deals to deliver 11 newspapers via Kindle, including the New York Times ($13.99 a month) and Wall Street Journal ($9.99). Eight print and Web-based magazines (including Slate) are available for between $1.25 and $3.49 a month, as are 300 blogs, for 99 cents or $1.99 apiece each month. Most of this content is available for free on the Web and in some cases via full-text RSS feeds, with better formatting and more interactivity. But Kindle's approach offers something of the convenience of traditional newspaper and magazine subscriptions. As long as you leave the wireless connection on, fresh content is downloaded silently in the background even if Kindle is turned off, so it's ready to read when you are. 
While Amazon has integrated its hardware and e-commerce services, you aren't dependent on the company for content. You can e-mail any text document, such as a tome from Project Gutenberg's free book catalog, to your Kindle for a charge of 10 cents per file. There's also a rudimentary Web browser tucked behind a menu option labeled "Experimental." Kindle calls this feature "Basic Web" and cautions that it works best with sites that are mostly text. That's about right—it's essentially the equivalent of a middling cell-phone browser, only on a large, monochromatic screen. (There's no wireless data service charge for surfing the Web or using the Kindle store.) 
Like the Sony Reader, Kindle can display images, but it's fundamentally a text-oriented device. Both machines dispense with LCD in favor of a 6-inch grayscale "electronic paper" display using technology from E Ink Corporation. E-paper draws so little power that Kindle can run for two days with its wireless connection turned on, or for a week with the wireless shut off. And it doesn't flicker or wash out in the sun—as long as there's enough light it looks more like paper than an electronic display. (The Sony Reader has a slightly more advanced implementation with slicker typography and eight shades of gray vs. Kindle's four; the difference isn't enough to stress over.)
But in an age in which even cheapo cell phones have vibrant color screens, e-paper's dark-gray-on-light-gray color scheme is drearily retro. The Kindle refreshes much more slowly than any device with an LCD screen, resulting in a perceptible pause and flashing effect as you flip pages. Since the display's refresh problems preclude even simple animations like a moving cursor, Kindle's designers have created a workaround—a thumbwheel that moves a cursor up and down a skinny, secondary display to the right of the main screen. To navigate, you point the cursor at menus on the main screen and click to select them. It's kludgy and a bit primitive but gets the job done.
So, why should you shell out $400 for Kindle when even the most cut-rate printed volume is easier on the eyeballs? As with previous e-book readers, the biggest selling point is portability. I wince at the prospect of lugging even one hardcover on a plane trip, but Kindle can hold the equivalent of 200 in its internal memory, and it has an SD card slot for further expansion. Other conveniences include six text sizes to choose from, full-text searching, annotation, and easy access to the Oxford New American Dictionary and Wikipedia. Most of these features use Kindle's keyboard, which works quite well, though it adds to the device's bulk and detracts from its aesthetics.
The proof of any e-book reader's worth, of course, is in the reading. Here, Kindle proves a mixed bag. I breezed through Steve Martin's memoir Born Standing Up, reading at least as quickly and enjoying myself at least as much as if I'd sprung for the hardcover. When I flipped the last virtual page, I was sorry it was all over.
But the book's photographs, crisp and evocative in the printed edition, are barely decipherable on the e-paper screen. And although Kindle contains a welcome letter from Jeff Bezos declaring his goal to have the device "disappear in your hands," in mine it occasionally behaved like a buggy piece of first-generation consumer electronics. At one point, it inexplicably decided to display the book as center-justified text before abruptly switching back to left-justified format.
For all of Kindle's rough edges, it's the first e-reader that's left me believing that content-consumption tablets could one day be everywhere. My hunch is that they'll resemble flashy, oversized iPhones more than Amazon's resolutely bookish device, though. For now, I'm looking forward to spending time with a well-stocked Kindle on my next cross-country flight. The only downside: Unlike any book I've ever traveled with, it will need to stay stowed during takeoff and landing.
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The Sock Puppet Who Loved Me
Megan Meier's home town makes cyberstalking a misdemeanor.
By Bonnie Goldstein
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 6:07 PM ET 




From: Bonnie Goldstein
Posted Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 6:07 PM ET 

Thirteen year-old Megan Meier did not know that her MySpace friend "Josh Evans" was a sock puppet (i.e., artificial Internet persona) created to manipulate her. Lori Drew, an adult living down the street from Megan in Dardenne Prairie, Mo., devised the prank to exact revenge after Megan ended her friendship with Drew's daughter. It was not difficult for Drew to create Josh, an imaginary 16-year-old boy, or to win the trust of the socially insecure middle-school student a few houses away. Pretending to be a cute, new-in-town high-schooler, Drew gave Megan weeks of attention and emotional companionship, then abruptly turned on her and started posting hateful messages. After receiving one particularly hostile post, the despondent Megan hanged herself in her bedroom closet.

Four doors away, Drew deleted Josh Evans from My Space, attended Megan's funeral and kept quiet about the hoax. Six weeks later, a confidante of the woman's daughter who'd been pulled into the ruse confessed the scheme to Megan's parents. The shocked parents also learned that neither Drew's cruel harassment of Megan nor her online impersonation had been illegal.
Remarkably, it was Lori Drew, wishing to "inform law enforcement of a neighborhood dispute," who called police to help her "confront" the Meier parents "in reference to their daughter's suicide." In the incident report, officers recorded that Lori Drew wanted to "just tell them" her side of the story. When she and her husband tried (by "banging on the door") to communicate with Megan's heartbroken parents, "Mr. Meier told them to leave." The hoped-for rapprochement never came about, and by last April, Drew had called the police several more times, once after a brick was thrown through her kitchen window.

Earlier this month, a year after Megan's death, her mother, Tina Meier, finally shared her outrage with the local St. Charles County Journal. The paper did not use Lori Drew's name in the account, but angry readers quickly identified the neighbor. Her personal information is now well-documented on the Internet, where she has been universally pilloried. Ironically, any effort to prevent future harassment of girls like Megan could also protect Drew. Last week Dardenne Prairie aldermen passed a resolution (below and on the following two pages) making cyberstalking a misdemeanor within the city limits. 
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Terrorism: The Slide Show
A Power Point demonstration by the Department of Homeland Security.
By Bonnie Goldstein
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From: Bonnie Goldstein
Posted Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 2:57 PM ET 

The Homeland Infrastructure Threat and Risk Analysis Center, a division of the Department of Homeland Security, collects data and analyzes terrorist threats to various assets and resources, including food and agriculture. Below and on the following nine pages are excerpts from the risk analysis center's PowerPoint briefing for an Agriculture Department workshop in September.

According to the briefing, the government lacks adequate information about terrorist threats. There is "no baseline to evaluate" and "incomplete data," and what data exist are often inconsistent (Page 6) and difficult to analyze (Page 7). The presentation cites previous false alarms such as an incorrect report that a stolen Home Depot truck was loaded with ammonium nitrate (it wasn't) and a threat on Montana's Fort Peck Dam that turned out to be the product of one citizen's supposed psychic vision (Page 8).
One bulleted slide warns, Al-Qaida documents and training manuals indicate interest "in animal and plant disease agents" and "in food contamination as an attack method" (Page 4). But the slide show concedes that Homeland Security "lacks credible information to indicate transnational terrorist planning for an attack" on the food and agriculture sector (Page 10). It's hard to know what to make of this conclusion, given that the risk-analysis center has already acknowledged that its information is woefully incomplete.
The Agriculture Department briefly posted a link to the 27-page document but has now removed it. A video of the presentation remains on the Agriculture Department's Web site. The slides were copied onto Wikileaks.org, where they remain available.
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human nature
Salt With a Deadly Weapon
Goodbye, war on sugar. Hello, war on salt.
By William Saletan
Friday, November 30, 2007, at 9:03 AM ET 
(For discussions of the latest topics, check out the Human Nature Fray.)

Salt is the next target of health-habit regulation. Yesterday the FDA held a hearing to consider regulating it as a food additive instead of the previous "generally recognized as safe" category. Possible outcome: "federal limits on the salt content of processed foods." Arguments for regulation: 1) Americans eat about 50 percent more sodium than the recommended limit. 2) We can save 150,000 lives a year. 3) We can "cut health-care costs." 4) We can reduce obesity, too, because people drink soda or beer with salty food. 5) "No one would tolerate so many deaths from airline crashes, so why tolerate it from food?" 6) You don't really get to choose how much salt you eat, because it's packaged into the food. Food industry's arguments against regulation: 1) We're lowering salt already. 2) "Salt has been used safely in foods since antiquity." 3) Studies haven't proved it's really bad for you. 4) When we label food as low-salt, people assume it's bland. Human Nature's view: This is a replay of how we began the crackdowns on fat and sugar. Question: Should the government limit salt content in food? Discuss.)

The U.S. obesity surge slowed. Percentages of obese people in 2003-04: 31.1 for men, 33.2 for women. In 2005-06: 33.3 for men, 35.3 for women. Happy spins: 1) The data show no "significant" increase. 2) It looks like we're "leveling off." 3) It shows we're eating and exercising better. 4) It shows we're being more realistic about avoiding weight gain instead of insisting on weight loss. Killjoy critiques: 1) Actually, the numbers are "still creeping up." 2) They certainly haven't declined. 3) Kids are still getting fatter, so as they age, the numbers will go up again. 4) The only reason we might be leveling off is that we're hitting the limit of how many Americans are biologically prone to obesity. Human Nature's view: If so, be grateful the limit is this low. (Related: Is fat a cultural problem? Is it a bigger world problem than hunger? Is it OK to eat like a pig if you don't get fat?)

U.S. cities are recycling sewage into drinking water. "A dozen" localities do it, and more are considering it. Reasons: drought, growth, and water overuse. Methods: "microfilters to remove solids," "reverse osmosis," and "peroxide and ultraviolet light." Euphemisms: "reclaimed water," "gray water," "indirect potable water reuse," "Groundwater Replenishment System." Non-euphemism: "toilet to tap." Objections: 1) It's crap. 2) You can't really clean out all the filth, can you? 3) It's expensive. 4) The public doesn't want it. 5) We'd rather limit growth. Rebuttals: 1) The final product "exceeds drinking water standards." 2) It's no more expensive than buying the water. 3) We don't send the final product straight to your tap; we send it through a bunch of other mumbledy mumbledy mumbledy before it gets to your tap. 4) If your water comes from the Mississippi or Colorado Rivers, you're already drinking treated sewage. (Related: Drug-testing cities through their sewage.)

Engineers are integrating robots into animal societies. Latest example: Four robotic roaches persuaded 12 real roaches to congregate in an unnaturally dangerous place. Key trick: coating the robots with roach sex hormones. Objectives: 1) Study how animal groups make decisions. 2) See whether robots can fit in well enough to participate in those decisions. 3) Make robots better at learning and adapting. Other examples: robotic spiders, snakes, dogs, and monkeys. Scientists' official reassurance: "We are not interested in people." Fine print: "The scientists plan to extend their research to higher animals," starting with a robotic chicken designed to commandeer chicks. Warning: The roach robots were freed from ongoing human control, and in 4 out of 10 cases, they followed the decisions of the real roaches, instead of the other way around. (Related: a robot controlled by a roach; a robot controlled by a moth brain; a robot controlled by a detached eel brain; remote-controlled pigeons; remote-controlled rats.)

The U.S. military is funding a project to integrate human with artificial intelligence. Problem: Human brains are superior to computers at visual recognition but inferior at information processing. Solution: human-machine integration. Human component: A soldier or analyst who scans scenes or images. Machine component: Sensors that monitor the brain's activity and relay information about it to commanders or computers. Analytical application: Computers identify images and image areas flagged by the human scan and select those for more thorough scrutiny. Battlefield applications: 1) A prototype helmet already delivers "a visual readout for combat commanders showing the cognitive patterns of individual Soldiers." 2) "Brain pattern and heart rate data from system-equipped soldiers will be transmitted wirelessly to commanders in real-time to improve overall battlefield information management and decision-making." Project buzzwords: "real-time cognitive state assessment," "networked soldiers," "Augmented Cognition," "human-computer warfighting integral." Translation: We're fielding cyborgs. Human Nature's prediction: The next step will be to remove the human component from the battlefield and let machines provide the sensor mobility as well as the information processing. (Related: civilian cyborg enthusiasts; fighting terrorists with bomb-detecting robots.)

A study documented widespread distracted driving in New York City. Sample: 3,120 drivers observed at 50 red lights. Findings: 1) 23 percent were talking on cell phones. 2) Half of these were holding the phone, which is illegal. 3) 6 percent of all drivers were smoking, 4 percent were drinking, 3 percent were eating, and 2 percent were grooming. 4) One of every three drivers was guilty of at least one of these distractions. Libertarian spins: 1) The study shows that banning handheld cell-phone calls backfired, since people on hands-free phones, thinking they're safe, are "the most likely to engage in grooming, eating, drinking and smoking" at the wheel. 2) It shows "people are smoking in their cars because it's banned in other venues," so we're forcing people to smoke in the most dangerous place. Public safety spin: No problem, we'll just ban smoking in cars and talking on hands-free cell phones, too. (Actually, we're already banning smoking in cars. For examples, look here, here, here, and here.)

Update on male birth control: A "selective androgen receptor modulator" succeeded in animal tests. Mechanism: The drug stops sperm production by suppressing a hormone in the brain. Regimen: You'd take the pill for two months or so to wipe out your sperm count. Results in rats: 1) 100 percent effective after 70 days of use. 2) 100 percent fertility restored after 100 subsequent days of nonuse. Possible bonus: "boosting muscle mass," since drug companies have already been researching the drug to prevent muscle loss. Fine print: The drug shrank the rats' prostates, so it'll be a while before it's ready for humans. Related: 1) Another sperm-suppression drug. 2) Drug companies won't develop male birth control. 3) Actually, the government is funding it. 4) Men fail to complete the vasectomy process. 5) The joy of spray-on condoms.

Scientists reportedly cloned a monkey and derived useful stem cells from its embryonic clones. If confirmed, it's the first time any primate, including humans, has been truly cloned. Key breakthrough: a technical tweak that surmounts the previous obstacle to primate cloning. Next obstacle: The scientists "tried to implant about 100 cloned embryos into the wombs of around 50 surrogate rhesus macaque mothers but have not yet succeeded with the birth of any cloned offspring." Liberal reaction: Human therapeutic cloning is next, thank God. Conservative reaction: Human reproductive cloning is next, God help us. Liberal reassurances: 1) "No one who is in a position to actually try to apply to humans what the … scientists did with monkeys has any interest in using cloning to reproduce or mass produce people." 2) "Cloning to create actual people is still very hard to do." 3) "A cloned embryo in a lab dish has no ability to develop into a person." Skeptical view: Let's make sure this isn't fraud like the last time somebody claimed to have cloned a human. Human Nature's view: Fetal harvesting is a more likely danger than reproductive cloning.

The governor of Georgia held a public prayer vigil and asked God for rain to relieve the state's drought. This is at least the third time a Georgia governor has tried it. Governor's quotes: 1) Georgians haven't conserved water enough, so the drought is God's attempt to "get our attention." 2) "We come here very reverently and respectfully to pray up a storm." 3) "God, we need you. We need rain." 4) "God can make it rain tomorrow, he can make it rain next week or next month." Ministers' quotes: 1) "Oh God, let rain fall on this land of Georgia." 2) "We are entrepreneurs for you, dear God." Results: 1) The vigil "ended with the sun shining through what had been a somewhat cloudy morning." However, 2) Wednesday's forecast calls for a 60 percent chance of showers. Critiques: 1) "Hail Priest-King Perdue." 2) "God is not an ATM machine." 3) God is not an extortionist. 4) God is already aware of the drought. 5) "You can't make up for years of water mismanagement with a prayer session." 6) Less faith, more works. Defenses: 1) It's "worth a shot." 2) It worked last time. Human Nature's view: Intercessory prayer is an experimental failure. (Add your take here.)

France plans to triple its arsenal of surveillance cameras from 340,000 to 1 million. Plans: 1) 6,500 networked cameras in the Paris transit system. 2) Connecting other cities' cameras to police control rooms. 3) Aerial surveillance drones. Rationales: 1) Fighting terrorism. 2) Fighting crime and gangs. 3) Monitoring riots. 4) We want to be more like Britain, which is thwarting terrorists with lots of cameras. Objections: 1) What about liberte? 2) The government is sending "flying robots" over our cities so it won't have to supply enough cops. Related: 1) Surveillance cameras (with loudspeakers) in Britain. 2) Surveillance cameras in China. 3) Surveillance cameras on the U.S. border. 4) Surveillance cameras in Manhattan. 5) Human Nature's take on drones vs. terrorists.

A study says curvy women are smarter. Sample: 16,000 females. Result: Women with high ratios of hip to waist size "scored significantly higher on [cognitive] tests, as did their children." Theories: 1) Hip fat contains omega3 acids, which promote "growth of the brain during pregnancy" and "could improve the woman's own mental abilities," whereas waist fat has more omega6 acids, "which are less suited to brain growth." 2) Teen mothers produce dumber kids because they're thinner and deficient in omega3. 3) Men like curvy women due to "the double enticement of both an intelligent partner and an intelligent child." Skeptical reactions: 1) The omega3 theory is pure speculation. 2) Diet and class are more plausible explanations. 3) Men don't care that much about waist-to-hip ratio. Rosy feminist spin: "Research that proves you can be sexy and intelligent is really positive." Cynical feminist spin: Except when it implies that being unshapely makes you stupid. (Related: Slate's XX Factor on a similar new study.)

Latest Human Nature columns: 1) Are Jews genetically smart? 2) Newt Gingrich, environmentalist. 3) Race, intelligence, and James Watson. 4) The lessons of Iraq. 5) Rethinking the age of consent. 6) The best sex stories of 2007. 7) Are conservatives stupid? 8) Larry Craig's anti-gay hypocrisy. 9) The jihad against tobacco. 10) Fat lies and fat lies revisited. 
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Created Equal
An addendum to the series on race, genes, and intelligence.
By William Saletan
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 10:20 AM ET 




From: William Saletan
Subject: Liberal Creationism
Posted Sunday, November 18, 2007, at 7:57 AM ET 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights …
—Declaration of Independence
Last month, James Watson, the legendary biologist, was condemned and forced into retirement after claiming that African intelligence wasn't "the same as ours." "Racist, vicious and unsupported by science," said the Federation of American Scientists. "Utterly unsupported by scientific evidence," declared the U.S. government's supervisor of genetic research. The New York Times told readers that when Watson implied "that black Africans are less intelligent than whites, he hadn't a scientific leg to stand on."

I wish these assurances were true. They aren't. Tests do show an IQ deficit, not just for Africans relative to Europeans, but for Europeans relative to Asians. Economic and cultural theories have failed to explain most of the pattern, and there's strong preliminary evidence that part of it is genetic. It's time to prepare for the possibility that equality of intelligence, in the sense of racial averages on tests, will turn out not to be true. 
If this suggestion makes you angry—if you find the idea of genetic racial advantages outrageous, socially corrosive, and unthinkable—you're not the first to feel that way. Many Christians are going through a similar struggle over evolution. Their faith in human dignity rests on a literal belief in Genesis. To them, evolution isn't just another fact; it's a threat to their whole value system. As William Jennings Bryan put it during the Scopes trial, evolution meant elevating "supposedly superior intellects," "eliminating the weak," "paralyzing the hope of reform," jeopardizing "the doctrine of brotherhood," and undermining "the sympathetic activities of a civilized society."
The same values—equality, hope, and brotherhood—are under scientific threat today. But this time, the threat is racial genetics, and the people struggling with it are liberals.
Evolution forced Christians to bend or break. They could insist on the Bible's literal truth and deny the facts, as Bryan did. Or they could seek a subtler account of creation and human dignity. Today, the dilemma is yours. You can try to reconcile evidence of racial differences with a more sophisticated understanding of equality and opportunity. Or you can fight the evidence and hope it doesn't break your faith.
I'm for reconciliation. Later this week, I'll make that case. But if you choose to fight the evidence, here's what you're up against. Among white Americans, the average IQ, as of a decade or so ago, was 103. Among Asian-Americans, it was 106. Among Jewish Americans, it was 113. Among Latino Americans, it was 89. Among African-Americans, it was 85. Around the world, studies find the same general pattern: whites 100, East Asians 106, sub-Sarahan Africans 70. One IQ table shows 113 in Hong Kong, 110 in Japan, and 100 in Britain. White populations in Australia, Canada, Europe, New Zealand, South Africa, and the United States score closer to one another than to the worldwide black average. It's been that way for at least a century.
Remember, these are averages, and all groups overlap. You can't deduce an individual's intelligence from her ethnicity. The only thing you can reasonably infer is that anyone who presumes to rate your IQ based on the color of your skin is probably dumber than you are.
So, what should we make of the difference in averages?

We don't like to think IQ is mostly inherited. But we've all known families who are smarter than others. Twin and sibling studies, which can sort genetic from environmental factors, suggest more than half the variation in IQ scores is genetic. A task force report from the American Psychological Association indicates it might be even higher. The report doesn't conclude that genes explain racial gaps in IQ. But the tests on which racial gaps are biggest happen to be the tests on which genes, as measured by comparative sibling performance, exert the biggest influence.
How could genes cause an IQ advantage? The simplest pathway is head size. I thought head measurement had been discredited as Eurocentric pseudoscience. I was wrong. In fact, it's been bolstered by MRI. On average, Asian-American kids have bigger brains than white American kids, who in turn have bigger brains than black American kids. This is true even though the order of body size and weight runs in the other direction. The pattern holds true throughout the world and persists at death, as measured by brain weight.
According to twin studies, 50 percent to 90 percent of variation in head size and brain volume is genetic. And when it comes to IQ, size matters. The old science of head measurements found a 20 percent correlation of head size with IQ. The new science of MRI finds at least a 40 percent correlation of brain size with IQ. One analysis calculates that brain size could easily account for five points of the black-white IQ gap.
I know, it sounds crazy. But if you approach the data from other directions, you get the same results. The more black and white scores differ on a test, the more performance on that test correlates with head size and "g," a measure of the test's emphasis on general intelligence. You can debate the reality of g, but you can't debate the reality of head size. And when you compare black and white kids who score the same on IQ tests, their average difference in head circumference is zero.
Scientists have already identified genes that influence brain size and vary by continent. Whether these play a role in racial IQ gaps, nobody knows. But we should welcome this research, because any genetic hypothesis about intelligence ought to be clarified and tested.
Critics think IQ tests are relative—i.e., they measure fitness for success in our society, not in other societies. "In a hunter-gatherer society, IQ will still be important, but if a hunter cannot shoot straight, IQ will not bring food to the table," argues psychologist Robert Sternberg. "In a warrior society … physical prowess may be equally necessary to stay alive." It's a good point, but it bolsters the case for a genetic theory. Nature isn't stupid. If Africans, Asians, and Europeans evolved different genes, the reason is that their respective genes were suited to their respective environments.
In fact, there's a mountain of evidence that differential evolution has left each population with a balance of traits that could be advantageous or disadvantageous, depending on circumstances. The list of differences is long and intricate. On average, compared with whites, blacks mature more quickly in the womb, are born earlier, and develop teeth, strength, and dexterity earlier. They sit, crawl, walk, and dress themselves earlier. They reach sexual maturity faster, and they have better eyesight. On each of these measures, East Asians lag whites and blacks. In exchange, East Asians get longer lives and bigger brains.
How this happened isn't clear. Everyone agrees that the three populations separated 40,000 to 100,000 years ago. Even critics of racial IQ genetics accept the idea that through natural selection, environmental differences may have caused abilities such as distance running to become more common in some populations than in others. Possibly, genes for cognitive complexity became so crucial in some places that nature favored them over genes for developmental speed and vision. If so, fitness for today's world is mostly dumb luck. If we lived in a savannah, kids programmed to mature slowly and grow big brains would be toast. Instead, we live in a world of zoos, supermarkets, pediatricians, pharmaceuticals, and information technology. Genetic advantages, in other words, are culturally created.
Not that that's much consolation if you're stuck in the 21st century with a low IQ. Tomorrow we'll look at some of the arguments against the genetic theory.




From: William Saletan
Subject: Environmental Impact
Posted Monday, November 19, 2007, at 7:47 AM ET 


Yesterday we looked at evidence for a genetic theory of racial differences in IQ. Today let's look at some of the arguments against it. Again, I'm drawing heavily on a recent exchange of papers published by the American Psychological Association.

One objection is that IQ tests are racially biased. This is true in the broadest sense: On average, African and Asian kids have different advantages, and IQ tests focus on the things at which more Asian kids have the edge. But in the narrower sense of testing abilities that pay off in the modern world, IQ tests do their job. They accurately predict the outcomes of black and white kids at finishing high school, staying employed, and avoiding poverty, welfare, or jail. They also accurately predict grades and job performance in modern Africa. The SAT, GRE, and tests in the private sector and the armed forces corroborate the racial patterns on IQ tests. Kids of different backgrounds find the same questions easy or hard. Nor do tests always favor a country's ethnic majority. In Malaysia, Chinese and Indian minorities outscore Malays.
If the tests aren't racist, some critics argue, then society is. That's true, in the sense that racism persists. But that alone can't account for the patterns in IQ scores. Why do blacks in the white-dominated United States score 15 points higher than blacks in black-dominated African countries, including countries that have been free of colonial rule for half a century? And why do Asian-Americans outscore white Americans?
Another common critique is that race is a fuzzy concept. By various estimates, 20 percent to 30 percent of the genes in "black" Americans actually came from Europe. Again, it's a good point, but it bolsters the case for a genetic explanation. Black Americans, like "colored" South Africans, score halfway between South African blacks and whites on IQ tests. The lowest black IQ averages in the United States show up in the South, where the rate of genetic blending is lowest. There's even some biological evidence: a correlation between racial "admixture" and brain weight. Reading about studies of "admixture" is pretty nauseating. But the nausea doesn't make the studies go away. 
My first reaction, looking at this pattern, was that if the highest-scoring blacks are those who have lighter skin or live in whiter countries, the reason must be their high socioeconomic status relative to other blacks. But then you have to explain why, on the SAT, white kids from households with annual incomes of $20,000 to $30,000 easily outscore black kids from households with annual incomes of $80,000 to $100,000. You also have to explain why, on IQ tests, white kids of parents with low incomes ​and low IQs outscore black kids of parents with high incomes and high IQs. Or why Inuits and Native Americans outscore American blacks.

The current favorite alternative to a genetic explanation is that black kids grow up in a less intellectually supportive culture. This is a testament to how far the race discussion has shifted to the right. Twenty years ago, conservatives were blaming culture, while liberals blamed racism and poverty. Now liberals are blaming culture because the emerging alternative, genetics, is even more repellent.
The best way to assess the effects of culture and socioeconomic status is to look at trans-racial adoptions, which combine one race's genes with another's environment. Among Asian-American kids, biological norms seem to prevail. In one study, kids adopted from Southeast Asia, half of whom had been hospitalized for malnutrition, outscored the U.S. IQ average by 20 points. In another study, kids adopted from Korea outscored the U.S. average by two to 12 points, depending on their degree of malnutrition. In a third study, Korean kids adopted in Belgium outscored the Belgian average by at least 10 points, regardless of their adoptive parents' socioeconomic status.
Studies of African-American kids are less clear. One looked at children adopted into white upper-middle class families in Minnesota. The new environment apparently helped: On average, the kids exceeded the IQ norms for their respective populations. However, it didn't wipe out racial differences. Adopted kids with two white biological parents slightly outscored kids with one black biological parent, who in turn significantly outscored kids with two black biological parents. The most plausible environmental explanation for this discrepancy is that the half-black kids (in terms of their number of black biological parents) were treated better than the all-black kids. But the study shot down that theory. Twelve of the half-black kids were mistakenly thought by their adoptive parents to be all-black. That made no difference. They scored as well as the other half-black kids.
In Germany, a study of kids fathered by foreign soldiers and raised by German women found that kids with white biological dads scored the same as kids with biological dads of "African" origin. Hereditarians (scholars who advocate genetic explanations) complain that the sample was skewed because at least 20 percent of the "African" dads were white North Africans. I find that complaint pretty interesting, since it implies that North Africans are a lot smarter than other "whites." Their better critique is that the pool of blacks in the U.S. military had already been filtered by IQ tests. Even environmentalists (scholars who advocate nongenetic explanations) concede that this filter radically distorted the numbers. But again, the complaint teaches a lesson: In any nonrandom pool of people, you can't deduce even average IQ from race.
Other studies lend support to both sides. In one study, half-black kids scored halfway between white and black kids, but kids with white moms and black dads (biologically speaking) scored nine points higher than kids with black moms and white dads. In another study, black kids adopted into white middle-class families scored 13 points higher than black kids adopted into black middle-class families, and both groups outscored the white average. 
Each camp points out flaws in the other's studies, and the debate is far from over. But when you boil down the studies, they suggest three patterns. One, better environments produce better results. Two, moms appear to make a difference, environmentally and biologically. (Their biological influence could be hormonal or nutritional rather than genetic.) Three, underneath those factors, a racial gap persists. One problem with most of the adoption studies is that as a general rule, genetic differences in IQ tend to firm up in adolescence. And in the only study that persisted to that point (the one in Minnesota), kids scored on average according to how many of their biological parents were black.
The best argument against genetics isn't in these studies. It's in data that show shrinkage of the black-white IQ gap over time. From these trends, environmentalists conclude that the gap is closing to zero. Hereditarians read the data differently. They agree that the gap closed fractionally in the middle decades of the 20th century, but they argue that scores in the last two to three decades show no improvement.

I've been soaking my head in each side's computations and arguments. They're incredibly technical. Basically, the debate over the IQ surge is a lot like the debate over the Iraq troop surge, except that the sides are reversed. Here, it's the liberals who are betting on the surge, while the conservatives dismiss it as illogical and doomed. On the one hand, the IQ surge is hugely exciting. If it closes the gap to zero, it moots all the putative evidence of genetic barriers to equality. On the other hand, the case for it is as fragile as the case for the Iraq surge. You hope it pans out, but you can't see why it would, given that none of the complicating factors implied by previous data has been adequately explained or taken into account. Furthermore, to construe meaningful closure of the IQ gap in the last 20 years, you have to do a lot of cherry-picking, inference, and projection. I have a hard time explaining why I should go along with those tactics when it comes to IQ but not when it comes to Iraq.
When I look at all the data, studies, and arguments, I see a prima facie case for partial genetic influence. I don't see conclusive evidence either way in the adoption studies. I don't see closure of the racial IQ gap to single digits. And I see too much data that can't be reconciled with the surge or explained by current environmental theories. I hope the surge surprises me. But in case it doesn't, I want to start thinking about how to be an egalitarian in an age of genetic difference, even between races. More on that tomorrow.



From: William Saletan
Subject: All God's Children
Posted Tuesday, November 20, 2007, at 7:54 AM ET 

Why write about this topic? Why hurt people's feelings? Why gratify bigots?

Because truth matters. Because the truth isn't as bad as our ignorant, half-formed fears and suspicions about it. And because you can't solve a problem till you understand it.
Two days ago, I said we could fight the evidence of racial differences in IQ, or we could accept it. Yesterday, I outlined the difficulty of fighting it. What happens if we accept it? Can we still believe in equality?

Let's look past our fears and caricatures and see what the evidence actually teaches us.
1. Individual IQ can't be predicted from race. According to the data, at least 15 percent to 20 percent of black Americans exceed the average IQ of white Americans. If you think it's safe to guess that a white job applicant is smarter than a black one, consider this: The most important job in the world is president of the United States. Over the last seven years, the most important judgment relevant to that job was whether to authorize, endorse, or oppose the use of force in Iraq. Among the dozen viable candidates who have applied for the job, one is black. Guess which one got it right?
2. Subgroup IQ can't be predicted from race. Go back and look at the German study I mentioned yesterday. Kids fathered by black soldiers scored the same as kids fathered by white soldiers. The explanation offered by hereditarians was that blacks in the military were screened for IQ, thereby wiping out the racial IQ gap.
Think about that explanation. It undermines the claim, attributed to James Watson by the Times of London, that "people who have to deal with black employees" find equality untrue. (The Times purports to have Watson's interview on tape but hasn't published the whole quote or responded to requests for it.) If employment screens out lower IQs, you can't infer squat about black employees. And that isn't the only confounding factor. Every time a study highlights some group of blacks who score well, hereditarians argue that the sample isn't random. That may be true, but it's also true of the people you live next to, work with, and meet on the street. Every black person in your office could have an IQ over 120.
3. Whitey does not come out on top. If you came here looking for material for your Aryan supremacy Web site, sorry. Stratifying the world by racial IQ will leave your volk in the dust. You might want to think about marrying a nice Jewish girl from Hong Kong. Or maybe reconsider that whole stratification idea.

4. Racism is elitism minus information. No matter how crude race is as a proxy for intelligence, some people will use it that way, simply because they can see your skin but not your brain. What if we cut out the middleman? What if, instead of keeping individual IQs secret, we made them more transparent? If you don't accept IQ, pick some other measure of intelligence. You may hate labeling or "tracking" kids by test scores, but it's better than covering up what's inside their heads and leaving them to be judged, ignorantly, by what's on the surface.
5. Intermarriage is closing the gap. To the extent that IQ differences are genetic, the surest way to eliminate them is to reunite the human genome. This is already happening, including in my own family. In 1970, 1 percent of U.S. marriages were between blacks and nonblacks. By 1990, it was 4.5 percent. It may be the best punch line of the IQ debate: The more genetic the racial gap is, the faster we can obliterate it. 
6. Environment matters. Genetic and environmental theories aren't mutually exclusive. Hereditarians admit that by their own reading of the data, nongenetic factors account for 20 percent to 50 percent of IQ variation. They think malnutrition, disease, and educational deprivation account for a big portion of the 30-point IQ gap between whites and black Africans. They think alleviation of these factors in the United States has helped us halve the deficit. Transracial adoption studies validate this. Korean adoption studies suggest a malnutrition effect of perhaps 10 IQ points. And everyone agrees that the black-white IQ gap closed significantly during the 20th century, which can't have been due to genes.

7. IQ is like wealth. Many people who used to condemn differences in wealth have learned to accept them. Instead of demanding parity, they focus on elevating everyone to an acceptable standard of living. Why not treat IQ the same way? This seems particularly reasonable if we accept IQ in the role for which science has certified it: not as a measure of human worth, but as a predictor of modern social and economic success.

As it turns out, raising the lowest IQs is a lot easier than equalizing higher IQs, because you can do it through nutrition, medicine, and basic schooling. As these factors improve, IQs have risen. If racial differences persist, is that really so awful? Conversely, if we can raise the lowest IQs, isn't that enough to justify the effort? One of the strangest passages in IQ scholarship is a recent attempt by hereditarians to minimize their own mediated-learning study because, while it "did raise the IQ of the African students from 83 to 97, this is still low for students at a leading university." You've got to be kidding. Screw the other universities. Going from 83 to 97 is a screaming success.
8. Life is more than g. Every time black scores improve on a test, hereditarians complain that the improvement is on "subject-specific knowledge," not on g (general intelligence). But the more you read about progress in things other than g, the more you wonder: Does g expose the limits of the progress? Or does the progress expose the limits of g?

If the progress were on g, the test-takers' lives would be easier, since g helps you apply what you've learned to new contexts. But that doesn't make other kinds of progress meaningless. People with low IQs can learn subject by subject. And they may have compensating advantages. One of my favorite disputes in the IQ literature is about test scores in Africa. Environmentalists argued that African kids lacked motivation. Hereditarians replied that according to their own observations, African kids stayed longer to check their answers than white kids did. Diligence, too, is a transferable asset.
9. Children are more than an investment. All the evidence on race and IQ says black kids do better at younger ages, particularly with help from intervention programs. Later, the benefits fade. Hereditarians say this is genetics taking over, as happens with IQ generally. Suppose that's true. We don't abandon kids who are statistically likely to get fatal genetic diseases in their teens or 20s. Why write off kids whose IQ gains may not last? The economics may not pay off, but what about human rights?
10. Genes can be changed. Hereditarians point to phenylketunuria as an example of a genetic but treatable cognitive defect. Change the baby's diet, and you protect its brain. They also tout breast-feeding as an environmental intervention. White women are three times more likely than black women to breast-feed their babies, they observe, so if more black women did it, IQs might go up. But now it turns out that breast-feeding, too, is a genetically regulated factor. As my colleague Emily Bazelon explains, a new study shows that while most babies gain an average of seven IQ points from breast-feeding, some babies gain nothing from it and end up at a four-point disadvantage because they lack a crucial gene.

The study's authors claim it "shows that genes may work via the environment to shape the IQ, helping to close the nature versus nurture debate." That's true if you have the gene. But if you don't, nurture can't help you. And guess what? According to the International Hapmap Project, 2.2 percent of the project's Chinese-Japanese population samples, 5 percent of its European-American samples, and 10 percent of its Nigerian samples lack the gene. The Africans are twice as likely as the Americans, and four times as likely as the Asians, to start life with a four-point IQ deficit out of sheer genetic misfortune.
Don't tell me those Nigerian babies aren't cognitively disadvantaged. Don't tell me it isn't genetic. Don't tell me it's God's will. And in the age of genetic modification, don't tell me we can't do anything about it.
No, we are not created equal. But we are endowed by our Creator with the ideal of equality, and the intelligence to finish the job.




From: William Saletan
Subject: Regrets
Posted Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 10:19 AM ET 

Last week, I wrote about the possibility of genetic IQ differences among races. I wanted to discuss whether egalitarianism could survive if this scenario, raised last month by James Watson, turned out to be true. I thought it was important to lay out the scenario's plausibility. In doing so, I short-circuited the conversation. Most of the reaction to what I wrote has been over whether the genetic hypothesis is true, with me as an expert witness.
I don't want this role. I'm not an expert. I think it's misleading to dismiss the scenario, as some officials have done in response to Watson. But my attempts to characterize the evidence beyond that, even with caveats such as "partial," "preliminary," and "prima facie," have backfired. I outlined the evidence primarily to illustrate the limits of the genetic hypothesis. If it turns out to be true, it will be in a less threatening form than you might imagine. As to whether it's true, you'll have to judge the evidence for yourself. Every responsible scholar I know says we should wait many years before drawing conclusions.
Many of you have criticized parts of the genetic argument as I related them. Others have pointed to alternative theories I truncated or left out. But the thing that has upset me most concerns a co-author of one of the articles I cited. In researching this subject, I focused on published data and relied on peer review and rebuttals to expose any relevant issue. As a result, I missed something I could have picked up from a simple glance at Wikipedia. 

For the past five years, J. Philippe Rushton has been president of the Pioneer Fund, an organization dedicated to "the scientific study of heredity and human differences." During this time, the fund has awarded at least $70,000 to the New Century Foundation. To get a flavor of what New Century stands for, check out its publications on crime ("Everyone knows that blacks are dangerous") and heresy ("Unless whites shake off the teachings of racial orthodoxy they will cease to be a distinct people"). New Century publishes a magazine called American Renaissance, which preaches segregation. Rushton routinely speaks at its conferences.

I was negligent in failing to research and report this. I'm sorry. I owe you better than that.


jurisprudence
Bad Ideas
The law promoting outstanding excellence in fighting terrorism—and why you never heard about it.
By Dahlia Lithwick
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 6:52 PM ET 

For those well and truly tired of the Bush administration's proclivity for fighting imaginary problems with real powers (a real invasion to locate pretend nukes in Iraq; a real Guantanamo to warehouse pretend terrorist masterminds), Democratic California Rep. Jane Harman's new salvo in the war on terror is something of a relief. Even if you've never heard of the "Violent Radicalization and Homegrown Terrorism Prevention Act of 2007," you'll be delighted to learn that the legislation has, at least, the virtue of fighting imaginary problems with pretend solutions. After seven long years of government solutions far worse than the problems they purport to cure, perhaps that's a step in the right direction.
What exactly is "homegrown terrorism," and how does it differ from its hydroponically raised foreign counterparts? That's one of the many issues about which Harman's legislation is blurry. The bill defines homegrown terrorism as: 

the use, planned use, or threatened use, of force or violence by a group or individual born, raised, or based and operating primarily within the United States or any possession of the United States to intimidate or coerce the United States government, the civilian population of the United States, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social objectives.
In other words, it might include radical Islamists, Tim McVeigh, Greenpeace protesters or pro-life groups, or it might just target radical Islamists. Most everyone, including Harman herself, agrees that the United States doesn't have anything like the problem with indigenous radical Islamist terrorists as exists in, say, England or Germany. So, this law goes after all sorts of radical terrorists in the hopes of deterring them should they become radical Islamist terrorists along the way.
Perhaps because it appears to content itself with merely studying a problem that doesn't yet exist, the Homegrown Terrorism Prevention Act has slid under the media radar. The bill passed the House by a massive 404-6 margin and is expected to sail through the homeland security committee of Sen. Joseph Lieberman, I-Conn. The law amends Title VIII of the Homeland Security Act of 2002 to establish a 10-member "National Commission on the Prevention of Violent Radicalization and Homegrown Terrorism," tasked with centralizing and studying data. After 18 months, that commission will produce a report, then disband and establish a "Center of Excellence for the Study of Violent Radicalization and Homegrown Terrorism in the United States." The Center for Excellence (not to be confused with Montgomery Burns' "Outstanding Achievement in the Field of Excellence" award) would then continue to "study the social, criminal, political, psychological, and economic roots of violent radicalization and homegrown terrorism," presumably until it becomes a problem in America, at which point the center will then work toward eradicating that as well.
Those who have remarked upon the passage of the bill fall into two general categories: folks who claim it does nothing at all, and those who fear it may do something quite terrible. I'm inclined toward a hybrid position, suspecting the law does nothing at all yet symbolizes something quite terrible.
In the former category, Jeff Stein at Congressional Quarterly criticizes the act as a redundant boondoggle: The FBI, the Directorate of National Intelligence, and the New York Police Department have already been studying the issue exhaustively. According to Stein, Congress "could save taxpayers money by sponsoring a field trip to the local Barnes and Noble, whose shelves are groaning with tomes on terrorism." Lindsay Beyerstein similarly reports for In These Times that the Centers for Excellence would simply be duplicating work already being done at the Southern Poverty Law Center, the Anti-Defamation League, the Simon Wiesenthal Center, and places like the START program at the University of Maryland. With the Congressional Budget Office estimating that the act may cost approximately $22 million over four years, that's a lot of money spent copying other folks' homework. 
Harman was apparently inspired to act by a foiled 2005 prison-based plot in Los Angeles to attack synagogues during Jewish holidays. But her opening remarks reveal that the government already does a pretty good job of foiling those plots, and she's after something else entirely. 

Look carefully, and you learn that Harman's real targets aren't the homegrown plotters so much as their legal Web sites. In her remarks, she thus leads with Samir Khan, the North Carolina blogger whose jihadi Web site showcases Osama Bin Laden's videos and other anti-American propaganda. Vile, but legal. She moves on to another interrupted plot—by Ahmed Mohamed and Youssef Megahed—but focuses on their YouTube video. She rounds up her case with California native Adam Gadahn's 45-minute Internet video, called "An Invitation to Islam." 

The name of Harman's hearing was "Using the Web as a Weapon: The Internet as a Tool for Violent Radicalization and Homegrown Terrorism." And in those same introductory remarks, Harman fretted that Americans in search of radicalization "no longer need to travel to foreign countries or isolated backwoods compounds to become indoctrinated by extremists or learn how to kill their neighbor. On the contrary, the Internet allows them to share violent goals and plot from the comfort of their own living rooms." Let's be honest, then. The point of this new legislation isn't just to interrupt existing homegrown terror plots but to do something about the radical ideas that inspire them. That may be a worthy goal, but it's assuredly a goal that implicates protected speech.
Careful readers have picked up all of this, and that's where the second group of critics come in. From Jeralyn Merritt, who called it a "thought crimes bill," to Ralph E. Shaffer and R. William Robinson, who worry that the commissions are granted wide-ranging authority "to hold hearings, take testimony and administer oaths," almost all of those who view this new law with genuine fear, as opposed to contempt, focus on the bill's overbroad definitions. "Homegrown terrorism" and "violent radicalization," as defined here, may encompass thoughts, ideas, and plans, not just acts or conduct. This is an attempt to get at radical ideas. 
I am not yet willing to panic about Harman's "thought crimes" bill, because as drafted, it does no more than explore whether those thought crimes are a problem. It doesn't create new crimes, although that is presumably the next step. I don't much care for the idea of roving commissions with subpoena power skipping around the country trying to stamp out "radical" ideas on the Internet. But as expensive threats to free speech go, I'll take a time-limited commission over a bill that criminalizes speech. Maybe I'm being shortsighted, but then the Democrats in Congress have taught me to keep my expectations very low. Today, therefore, I am profoundly grateful that instead of criminalizing protected speech outright, Democrats merely form a commission that will do a study, which will in turn christen a Drive-Thru Center for Excellence, where they will someday consider criminalizing protected free speech.


jurisprudence
On the Advice of Counsel
The campaigns build their legal brain trusts. Plus: What did all the lawyer-candidates get on their LSATs?
By Emily Bazelon
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 7:18 AM ET 

I asked the major presidential campaigns two questions this week, one a bit frivolous, the other not. The first was suggested to me by two playful readers: Hey, all you lawyers—Clinton, Obama, Edwards, Giuliani, Romney, and Thompson—what was your LSAT score? The more serious question, which I asked all the lawyers plus John McCain: Who advises you about policy matters that are legal in nature?
From my queries I've learned a couple of things. The first I suppose I already knew: It's almost always better not to talk about how you did on the LSAT. If you're a particular kind of recent law school graduate, your score decorates your résumé. But the rest of us (me included) either block out our scores or refrain from bragging about them. The candidates either outright ignored my queries or tried to figure out whether anyone else was talking. In the end, I got nada. Given that some of them are refusing to fully disclose their health and financial histories, the LSAT mystery is a minor one. On the other hand, it seems to me more relevant to their capabilities than whether pearls are better than diamonds or a Yankees fan can root for the Red Sox. So, I offer it up to the moderators of the next debate or for the next late-night TV interview. Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert, if you ever make it back on the air, find out whether Hillary bested Barack and Rudy on a test that they all had to take!
And now on to substance, and my second discovery: Republican campaigns like to talk about legal advisers more than Democratic ones. With the exception of John McCain, whose campaign never replied to my cascade of e-mails, the major GOP candidates had spiffy lists of important-sounding lawyers and law professor supporters all ready to go. 
Giuliani has announced his Justice Advisory Committee not once, but twice, and his list is the most star-studded on the Republican side. His legal team is also likely to be the busiest—their job is to telegraph their man's abundant willingness to pick Supreme Court nominees who will eat Roe v. Wade for breakfast. To that end, the chairman of Giuliani's committee is Ted Olson. With his record of Clinton baiting and Bush v. Gore litigating, Olson was viewed as too partisan to be Bush's choice for attorney general this fall. This makes him perfect for Giuliani's current needs. Accompanying Olson are Miguel Estrada, the former assistant to the solicitor general who became a cause célèbre on the right when he withdrew his name from consideration for an appeals court seat after the Democrats blocked his nomination. Also on Giuliani's list: Steven Calabresi, a founder of the Federalist Society; Larry Thompson, who was deputy to former Attorney General John Ashcroft; and Maureen Mahoney, a former deputy solicitor general and top appellate lawyer. In all, among 24 lawyers I counted nine stints at the Department of Justice, three associations with the Federalist Society, one with Ken Starr, and one with Newt Gingrich. Also on board is my very own torts and antitrust professor George Priest, whose pro-life credentials may be shaky, but who can field all the law and economics questions Giuliani will be asked on the stump.
Fred Thompson has a posse of law professors in his corner. They include a bunch of smart folks who blog at the Volokh Conspiracy—Eugene Volokh of UCLA, Jonathan Adler of Case Western, Orin Kerr of George Washington University, and Todd Zywicki of George Mason. This struck me as sort of surprising, since I've gotten used to thinking of Thompson as, well, sort of foolish. So I called professor Volokh and asked what he liked about his guy. Volokh said that he thinks Thompson has good "instincts" on legal issues. "He takes federalism seriously, and he seems to have a fairly deep-seated sense that there is a real difference between state and federal power," Volokh said. He also likes Thompson's stance on the First Amendment and political speech better than McCain's sponsorship of campaign finance reform, and prefers Thompson's position on individual gun ownership (he's for it) to Giuliani's (he used to be against it). 
Thompson also has the support of Victoria Toensing, once counsel to Barry Goldwater on the Senate intelligence committee, later a blanketer of the airwaves about the tawdriness of the Lewinksy affair, and most recently a supporter of Scooter Libby. Toensing argued that the law couldn't have been broken when Valerie Plame's cover as a CIA agent was blown because her status wasn't really covert. The jury who convicted Libby disagreed. Still, by signing up Toensing, Thompson is aligning himself with the strong sentiment in the GOP against special prosecutors.

On to Mitt Romney. The academics at the top of his list are Doug Kmiec of Pepperdine, who did time in the Office of Legal Counsel for Presidents Reagan and George H. W. Bush, and Mary Ann Glendon of Harvard, who writes forcefully against the expansion of abortion rights. Romney's favorite credentials seem to be clerkships for Justice Anthony Kennedy and for Judge Laurence Silberman, conservative lion of the D.C. Circuit. Bradford Berenson, Bush's former associate White House counsel, has both, plus the Federalist Society. He has also been a talker since leaving the Bush administration, giving great quotes to Charlie Savage for his recent book, Takeover. (Berenson said, for example, that David Addington, counsel to Dick Cheney, relished presidential power so much that he "would dive into a 200-page bill like it was a four-course meal.") Among 28 lawyers, I counted eight from Bush's Department of Justice or White House, three Kennedy clerks, two Thomas clerks, two Alito clerks, and one Scalia clerk. Plus Jay Sekulow, who was one of the Four Horsemen who are supposed to have engineered John Roberts' nomination.

Now for the Dems. From Obama and Edwards, I got shorter lists. Since the campaigns haven't posted them, I will: Obama's is here, and Edwards' is here. From Hillary Clinton's campaign, I got no response at all, despite repeated cajoling and eventually begging. Either there are no lawyers whose policy views Clinton cares to hear, or too many to have yet whittled down. The Democrats, it seems, at the moment aren't as interested in dropping well-known legal names to court or reassure a particular constituency. They're not eagerly aligning themselves with Bill Clinton's Justice Department or the clerks of the more left-leaning justices, or with the American Constitution Society, which aspires to be the liberal counterpoint to the Federalist Society. 

Standing with John Edwards is renowned civil rights lawyer Julius Chambers, Harvard bankruptcy expert Elizabeth Warren, and former Massachusetts Attorney General Scott Harshbarger, who in that capacity won a big payout for the state from the tobacco companies. (ADDENDUM: Warren says she doesn't exclusively advise Edwards and hasn't endorsed him. More here.) Edwards' lawyers telegraph his concerns about inequity, poverty, racial division, and consumer concerns. I was surprised, however, not to find a big-name labor lawyer among the group.
Obama looks from his list like a darling and a devotee of the legal academy. And within those halls, he's got some range. There's Cass Sunstein, advocate for judicial restraint and minimalism—the idea (not especially persuasive, in my view) that judges should refrain from exercising too much power. But there's also Laurence Tribe, who is a more stalwart backer of a forthright liberal view of the Constitution (and who parries Olson on Giuliani's team, because Tribe helped litigate Bush v. Gore for the Democrats). Obama also has Christopher Edley, the dean of UC-Berkeley's law school, who has written thoughtfully and moderately about affirmative action, and Ronald Sullivan, who teaches at Harvard* and is a real live criminal defense lawyer for clients who can't afford one. 

It's a something-for-everyone list, rather than one that nails Obama down. At this stage of the campaign, for a Democrat, that's probably smart. As for the lawyers, what do they risk by tossing their names in now, if their candidate doesn't prevail in the primary? It's a trade-off: Getting in early is a plus (if, for example, you're lobbying for a court appointment). But it's generally not a disaster to bet wrong, as long as you don't engage in personal attacks. Expect defections later—lawyers are pretty good at changing horses.
Correction, Nov. 26: The article originally stated that Ron Sullivan teaches at Yale law school. He now teaches at Harvard. (Return to the corrected sentence.)
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Barack Obama's legal policy advisers: 

Cass Sunstein
Professor of law
University of Chicago

Laurence Tribe
Professor of law
Harvard

Eric Holder
Partner, Covington & Burling
Deputy attorney general in the Clinton administration

Geoffrey Stone
Professor of law
University of Chicago

Einer Elhauge
Professor of law
Harvard

Christopher Edley
Dean and professor of law
Boalt Hall, UC-Berkeley 

Daniel Tarullo 
Professor of law
Georgetown University

Gary Feinerman
Partner, Sidley & Austin
Former Illinois solicitor general

Spencer Overton
Professor of law
George Washington University

Ronald Sullivan
Professor of law
Harvard

Mariano-Florentino Cuéllar
Professor of law
Stanford

Tobias Wolff 
Professor of law
Penn

Judith Gold 
Partner, Perkins Coie
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John Edwards' legal policy advisers:

Julius Chambers
Director, University of North Carolina Center on Civil Rights
Former director-counsel of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund

Elizabeth Warren
Professor of law
Harvard Law School

Scott Harshbarger
Senior sounsel, Proskauer Rose
Former attorney general of Massachusetts

Peggy McGuinness
Associate professor
University of Missouri-Columbia School of Law
Formerly a foreign service officer at the State Department for eight years

Allen Weiner
Senior lecturer in law and co-director of the program in international law
Stanford University Law School
Formerly a lawyer at the State Department for 11 years

Peter J. Smith
Professor of law
George Washington University Law School
Formerly a lawyer at the United States Department of Justice


map the candidates
The Lion's Den
Hillary is the only candidate to speak at an evangelical event hosted by Rick Warren.
By E.J. Kalafarski and Chadwick Matlin
Friday, November 30, 2007, at 7:14 AM ET 

Hillary Clinton went to church Thursday to speak at an evangelical AIDS conference at Rick Warren's church. Five other candidates—Barack Obama, John Edwards, John McCain, Mike Huckabee, and Mitt Romney—were also invited to attend the event in California but sent in videos instead. For Clinton, the stop is a chance to speak to the religious right and begin to dispel Democrats' worries that she is too polarizing a figure to win the general election. Clinton released an HIV/AIDS policy earlier this week.

Explore more of the country's political landscape with Slate's Map the Candidates. And be sure to check out MTC's new interactive news feed! 

Map the Candidates uses the candidates' public schedules to keep track of their comings and goings. A quick primer on your new election toolbox:

· Do you want to know who spent the most time in Iowa or New Hampshire last month? Play with the timeline sliders above the map to customize the amount of time displayed. 

· Care most about who visited your home state? Then zoom in on it or type a location into the "geosearch" box below the map. 

· Choose which candidates you want to follow with the check boxes on to the right of the map. If you only want to see the front-runners, then uncheck all of the fringe candidates. Voilà! You're left with the cream of the crop's travels.

· Follow the campaign trail virtually with MTC's news feed. Every day YouTube video and articles from local papers will give you a glimpse of what stump speeches really look and sound like. Just click the arrow next to the headline to get started.

· Take a closer look at candidates by clicking on their names to the right of the map. You'll get the lowdown on their travels, media coverage, and policy positions. 
Click here to start using Map the Candidates.



medical examiner
Your Health This Week
Are teens who have sex early really headed for trouble? And do their diets cause acne?
By Sydney Spiesel
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 12:10 PM ET 
This week, Dr. Sydney Spiesel discusses early teen sex and delinquency, diet and acne, and toxins and pregnancy.

Sex and trouble
Question: Almost everybody believes that teenagers who experience an early sexual debut (the phrase is redolent of the cotillion) are more likely to get into trouble than their peers who don't. But is that the case? 
New research: Two sets of researchers recently addressed this question and came to very different conclusions. Stacey Armour and Dana Haynie, sociologists at Ohio State University, used data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. They focused on 7,000 or so high-school and middle-school students who reported, via questionnaire, that they were virgins in 1994-95 and were then resurveyed twice over the following six or seven years. They divided the teenagers into three groups—"early," "on time," and "late" sexual initiates. Since the average age at which the kids first had sex varied a lot from school to school (from 11¼ to 17½), the groupings were calibrated accordingly. Early means first experience of sex before 84 percent of a teen's schoolmates; late means sex after 84 percent of peers lost their virginity; and on time means everything in between.

Findings: As we might expect, Armour and Haynie found a higher incidence of delinquency, of about 20 percent, in the early-debut group and a 20 percent lower delinquency rate for the late bloomers. These results troubled K. Paige Harden and her colleagues in the department of psychology at the University of Virginia. They felt that the study fell into a common trap: the attribution of a causal relationship to an observed association. So, they re-examined a much smaller number of adolescents drawn from the same data set: about 500 same-sex twin pairs.

Findings Part 2: In one way, the second study confirmed Armour and Haynie's results. For instance, Harden's team found that twins who both had a relatively early sexual debut were more likely to engage in delinquent behavior than twins whose first sexual intercourse was later—an association they attributed to family influences. However, many of the twins varied from each other in the age at which they each first had sex, allowing for comparisons between the two. Here, the results were very different: The twin with earlier first sexual intercourse was less likely to become delinquent. 

Conclusion: If this relationship is causal (which is more likely for twins, because of the genes and environment they share), then the assumption that early sex is psychologically risky for adolescents may be wrong. Harden and her co-authors also cite a number of studies in which short-term and long-term benefits are associated with early sex. They're careful to remind us once again, though, association and causation are not at all the same thing. More research is needed to answer the question, but Harden's work is a beautiful example of a more subtle interpretation by a second researcher who dives deeper into a pool of data.

Food and acne
Assumption: Somewhere along my medical training, I developed a strong sense that what you eat plays no role in whether you develop acne. But maybe I'm wrong. 

Research: A new study examined the effect of changing diet on acne in a group of 54 male patients between the ages of 15 and 25. Half the group was assigned a diet rich in high-protein foods, like fish and lean meat, and complex carbohydrates, like whole grains (what most of us would call healthy). The other half was encouraged to eat sweets and highly processed carbohydrates (what most of us eat). The hypothesis was that patients with high levels of blood sugar, produced by the unhealthy foods, would also have high levels of insulin, which have already been implicated as an acne factor.
Finding: A dermatologist who didn't know which diet the patients were on examined them at regular intervals. After 12 weeks, the results were clear, though to my mind the interpretation is not. The healthy diet led to less acne—fewer pimples and less inflammation. It also produced weight loss. 
Conclusion: So—what led to improvement in the acne? The weight loss? The lower levels of insulin? Less saturated fat? More fiber? Beats me. But it is clear that diet does affect acne, and now we are obliged to figure out just how and why. 

Pregnancy and toxins
Question: The risks of drinking during pregnancy—developmental delay and birth defects—are well-known. But how much drinking is too much, and is ongoing drinking more or less dangerous than binge drinking? Different countries give differing advice to pregnant women. In the United States, complete abstinence is recommended; in Australia and New Zealand, moderation. In Great Britain, the guidelines are specific: Pregnant women should avoid intoxication and limit themselves to half to one glass of wine or 6 to 12 ounces of beer (equal to one-quarter to half of a martini) once or twice a week.
New research: A recent publication by Jane Henderson of Oxford University combed through 3,500 possibly relevant papers, and found 14 that rigorously looked at different effects of binge drinking. Based on these studies, Henderson's team concluded that binge drinking might result in a small degree of decreased birth weight, perhaps a slight excess of birth defects, and significantly more learning and developmental problems. 
Caveat: Their summary makes it sound as if binge drinking in pregnancy is no big deal, but I am not a bit convinced. The studies were so different from each other—in their definitions of binge drinking, when during pregnancy women indulged in it, and the nature of potentially confounding variables—that all the studies together don't provide a strong basis for making recommendations. Nor do we know how many pregnancies were evaluated in the studies pooled for this analysis. Finally, I wouldn't be so cavalier about the increased learning and developmental problems.
New research, Part 2: Another new study about the effects of smoking during pregnancy is much more productive in what it tells us. The research began as an attempt to better understand why smoking by pregnant women has been associated with genital abnormalities in boys born to them. The authors examined almost 70 aborted male fetuses, looking for genital differences between fetuses whose mothers had smoked or not smoked. They found one key difference: Fetuses exposed in utero to the products of cigarette smoking showed a depressed function of a gene named desert hedgehog.

Conclusion: Previous research had shown decreased fertility and abnormal testicular development in men with DHH mutations. So, the new study may explain what's going on: some material from the smoke that inhibits the function of the DHH gene leading to a mutationlike effect that disables the gene. Unlike the binge drinking study, the implications of this research are clear—one more reason, if they needed one, that women should not smoke during pregnancy.


sidebar

Return to article
It probably needs to be said that survey by questionnaire is a pretty risky method of gathering data about teen sex. The subject is embarrassing and stimulating and might well lead to exuberant but not necessarily factual answers. There is a hint that this sometimes happened in the longitudinal study, in which "a few participants ... reported first sex at extremely young ages."


sidebar

Return to article
The 14 papers represent 11 different studies, since three came out of one piece of research.



sidebar

Return to article
These effects include an increased incidence of undescended testicles, of hypospadias (a condition in which the urethra doesn't extend fully to the tip of the penis), and decreased testicular size, sperm count, and fertility. This collection of effects is similar or identical to the effect of testicular dysgenesis syndrome, which is associated with exposure to environmental contaminants.


sidebar

Return to article
The hedgehog genes play an important role in directing the development of body structures. They got their nickname because mutant forms of them cause fruit flies to grow up short and hairy. One of the most important of them, the Sonic hedgehog gene, got the rest of his name, in a bit of whimsy, from the video game character. Some clinicians are troubled by humorous or eccentric names. They worry that the frivolity will offend patients with serious illnesses caused by abnormalities in these genes.



medical examiner
Operation Fear 
The creepy claim about anesthesia awareness in the new movie Awake.
By Kent Sepkowitz 
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 3:28 PM ET 

Since the 19th-century appearances of Drs. Frankenstein and Jekyll, films and literature have built up the doctor-horror category. The latest entry is a slight, amusingly hostile movie called Awake, starring lots of brand-name actors who do their Hitchcock best to creep out the audience. They succeed pretty well—on a one-to-10 creep-o-meter scale, the movie gets a seven—until, inevitably, a head-scratching silliness overwhelms them. But what makes Awake a bit more annoying than most medical jaunts is that, unlike its peers, it claims a noble and self-righteous pedigree: As the first exposé of a previously covered-up, denied, and miserable condition called "anesthetic awareness." 
Here's what the term means: When a real-life patient receives anesthesia for surgery, it typically consists of two main ingredients. The first produces paralysis, allowing the machines (ventilators, for example) to work without the pesky patient fighting back. The second part of the cocktail makes the patient comatose so he or she doesn't have to feel or hear what's going on during the surgery. The problem is that, once in a while—at a rate that is subject to much debate—the paralysis part works just fine but the coma part, not so much. And so a patient might have the nightmarish experience of being 100 percent paralyzed yet 100 percent awake. This is worse than your typical nightmare of being unable to scream when an evil-doer is chasing you down a dark alley, because this time the surgeon is holding a noisy buzz-saw an inch above your ribs. 
Of course the Hollywood approach to adopting a cause (and a cause it is, complete with this Web site and victims' stories) is to concoct a sly plot device and then drop it. True to form, Awake starts with a grim recitation of alleged statistics scrolled out in Star Wars script—21 million Americans will receive anesthesia this year and 30,000 will have an anesthesia awareness experience. If true, that's pretty scary. Then we meet our hero, Clayton Something the Third (Hayden Christensen), a young zillionaire with a cute horny girlfriend (Jessica Alba) and a terminal cardiac condition. At the movie's opening, Clayton is submerged in a bathtub. For a long time. A nice creepy touch. 
But then our heroine bounces into the tub for a quickie, and the whole anesthesia awareness thing takes a back seat to standard lovebirds fare. Hollywood's attention deficit disorder trumps its ever-faltering social conscience. This is too bad because as a plot device, anesthetic awareness is pretty neat. It's sort of like being invisible—you go unnoticed in a room full of people who know you but don't recognize that you are sentient. You could really do something with that. Oh well.
Still, let's take Awake more seriously than it deserves and return to the question raised by that opening Star Wars scroll—does anesthetic awareness exist, and is it worth worrying about? Well, sort of. In 2004, the Joint Commission (formerly the Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations) issued one of its dreaded Sentinel Event Alerts on the subject. The Joint Commission is in charge of accrediting American hospitals and health care, and their pronouncement amped up the clash over anesthetic awareness between patients, strung together across the Internet by their frightening tales, and the American Society of Anesthesiologists, which has long downplayed the syndrome as rare and certainly no reason to avoid surgery. 
Patients place the estimate at 30,000 people a year, or one in every 700 surgeries—the number Awake cites. But it's the academic anesthesiologists who have actual data (never argue with people who control both data collection and analysis). Earlier this year, they produced an impressive article examining the experience of a large private anesthesia practice that conducted 200,000 surgeries over three years. What makes the findings compelling is that, as part of their routine practice, they called every patient 48 hours after the surgery and asked about any experience resembling anesthetic awareness (or "intra-operative awareness" as they defensively called it). They arrived at a frequency that is 1/20th as large as the 30,000-a-year claim, or the equivalent of one in 14,000 procedures.
So anesthesia awareness is real, but rare, it seems, though arguments will continue over what constitutes an Awake-like extreme and scary experience, and what is nothing more than a groggy patient remembering a conversation that might have taken place in the OR or the recovery room—or might have been a drug-induced nightmare. From the moment William T.G. Morton etherized a patient with a sore tooth in 1846 and created the field of anesthesia, the discipline has had its share of unhappy moments. After all, 21 million times a year in the United States, anesthesiologists chemically push people to within an inch of death and then snap them back to life. That is a real feat. The problem is that TV and movies make the miraculous seem simple and kind of boring. And so the entire medical magic show—anesthesia, surgery, chemotherapy, antibiotics—is forever burdened with too-high expectations. 
Medicine is a risky risky business, now and forevermore. So please stop with the oh-my-god surprise every time a procedure takes an unexpected turn. The answer to the questions that inevitably follow is always the same. Yes, it happens, yes, it is awful, and while it doesn't happen as much as you might fear, it does so more often than the specialists think. But no, there is no vicious coverup. That part is all Hollywood.


moneybox
Moneybox Goes to Vietnam
Will Vietnam's economic boom crash on the overcrowded streets of its cities?
By Daniel Gross
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 2:23 PM ET 




From: Daniel Gross
Subject: Ho Chi Minh-Style Capitalism
Posted Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 2:23 PM ET 


"This is a good time to be a financial journalist in Vietnam," confided Le Tan Phuoc, chief executive officer of Searefico, a publicly held company that specializes in industrial air-conditioning systems.

We were in the midst of a nine-course Chinese lunch at the glistening New World Hotel Saigon in Ho Chi Minh City. My mouth was filled with course No. 2 (braised shredded abalone soup with dried seafood), and my eyes were on course No. 3, deep-fried crab with tamarind sauce. Le continued, "They're all making money in the stock market. See, they get information from their friends and people they know in government, or in the companies, and then they trade before everybody else knows about it." I stifled a spit-take and nodded sagely.
As a connoisseur of bubbles, I'm always on the lookout for signs of unsustainable economic trends at home and abroad. A recent trip to Vietnam and Cambodia, as part of a German Marshall Fund of the United States economic journalism fellowship, provided food for thought. Having embraced the free market in 1986, the country of 85 million is rushing headlong into the global economy. Everywhere you go in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, somebody is selling something. Women wearing bamboo hats squat on the sidewalk, selling tangerines, bananas, live eels, a single fish. The energy is palpable. Jogging in the September 23 Park in Ho Chi Minh City, I weaved through groups of women exercising with fans, mixed groups playing badminton without nets, a group of teens playing hacky sack with a shuttlecock. Such bourgeois pursuits evidently meet with the approval of the ubiquitous Ho Chi Minh, who looks down on modern Vietnam from the currency, from walls in corporate boardrooms, government offices, and stores. Set against a red background, he's always smiling, grandfatherly, with white hair and a wispy white beard. As I completed my circuit in the park, I looked up to see another huge image of a smiling grandfatherly figure, with white hair and a wispy white beard set against a red background: Col. Sanders on a gigantic KFC billboard. 
Vietnam seems on the boil, like the pots at the ubiquitous pho stands. (Idea for franchise: Best Little Pho House in Saigon.) For the last few years, the economy has grown at an 8 percent clip. Through the first three quarters of 2007, domestic private-sector investment was up 28 percent, and foreign direct investment rose 38 percent. Earlier this year, Vietnam formally joined the World Trade Organization. The stock market is booming. At the end of 2005, according to the World Bank, 41 firms with a combined market capitalization of $1 billion were listed. At the end of September, the Vietnam markets claimed 206 listed firms with a combined capitalization of $22 billion. The percentage of citizens living on less than $2 a day has fallen from 63.5 percent in 2000 to about 33 percent this year. "We have been totally able to alter the face of our country," said Deputy Prime Minister Pham Gia Khiem.
The recent history is at once inspiring and bewildering—yet another former Communist country wholeheartedly embracing Western-style capitalism, providing the United States with a source of cheap labor and a new potential market for growth. But as shown by the blasé attitude toward insider trading, Vietnam's free-market capitalism is a somewhat different creature than the U.S. version. And the differences are enough to give a visitor pause about the sustainability of Vietnam's boom.
The checks and balances that help U.S. markets function well (the subprime debacle notwithstanding) aren't yet in place. Many of the publicly held companies are controlled in part by the government. I asked the CEO of Searefico whether his company enjoys any advantages because of its government ownership (the state has a minority stake). The company can borrow money from state banks at favorable interest rates without having to put up collateral, he conceded. Yet his answer was a definitive "no." The financial press is free, we were told, but journalists generally have to clear information with the government and the companies before they run it. A manager of the Vietnam Investment Review, a publication of the state Ministry of Planning and Investment, asked me if the U.S. government tells Newsweek how many ads to run every issue. 

In the United States, bubbles in infrastructures—telegraph, railroad, Internet—helped lay the foundation for long-term growth by creating platforms for new types of businesses. In Vietnam, the process seems to be reversed. Investment is pouring into new banks, factories, and hotels, but not into crucial infrastructure like roads, ports, and power systems. The telephone and electric poles look like twigs surrounded by mounds of angel hair pasta. We visited Nike's showcase factory outside Ho Chi Minh City, where 20,000 workers turn out millions of shoes each year. Nike, which arrived in Vietnam in 1995, is a massive presence in Vietnam, to which it has exported its somewhat creepy corporate culture. (Inspiring maxims are inscribed on the walls above urinals in the bathrooms, including: "No. 6 Evolve Immediately.") On one assembly line, contractors were experimenting with customization, which offers customers in the United States the ability to design their own shoes and receive them within several days. But given the traffic and the state of the roads, it struck me that it would take at least that long simply to get from the factory to the port. "We're already seeing delays," said Shirley Justice, general manager of Nike Vietnam, citing issues with roads, ports, and power supply. "If in a couple of years, the plans don't come through, there will be bottlenecks." In Hanoi, Vu Xuan Hong, a member of Vietnam's National Assembly, conceded that the roads are "terrible." And this was one of the only times one of our interlocutors betrayed even a hint of bitterness about the devastating damage inflicted on the country by the United States and its allies. Vu blamed the sad state of Vietnam's infrastructure in part on land mines and bombings. "Infrastructure is not well," he said, while slyly alluding to this summer's Minneapolis bridge disaster.
The traffic certainly doesn't seem sustainable. There's very little in the way of public transportation in Vietnam. It's difficult to describe the volume and relentless flow of motorbikes in the country's cities. Crossing the street is like wading into a river and swimming across. Your pace slows instantly, and the current morphs around you at the last minute. 
There was another factor in Vietnam that was certainly unsustainable and that was clearly contributing to bubblelike conditions: As if to emphasize Vietnam's emergence from the dark decades of deprivation into the sunlight of prosperity, we were practically buried in food. The nine-course Chinese lunch, which came after a tremendous all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet, was followed by an eight-course Vietnamese dinner. Before I left on the trip, I dipped into Tim O'Brien's Vietnam chronicle The Things They Carried. The narrative of this group's journey to Vietnam would be more aptly titled The Things They Ate.



moneybox
It's Not You, It's the Deal
Private equity firms find lots of ways to dump bad deals.
By Daniel Gross
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 12:56 PM ET 

Private equity firms regard themselves not as asset-flipping gigolos but, rather, as sophisticated serial monogamists, always on the prowl for profitable long-term relationships. But their willingness to take a longer view is largely dependent on the supply of cheap money. When cash becomes more expensive and loans arrive with too many strings attached, a beautiful deal can transform overnight into an ugly hag. And so in recent months, as the effects of the credit crunch have rolled through the economy, private equity firms have balked at consummating high-profile deals. In 1975, Paul Simon identified "50 Ways To Leave Your Lover." Today, buyout barons like Henry Kravis of KKR and Steve Schwarzman of the Blackstone Group are singing a different tune: There must be 50 ways to leave your private equity acquisition target. 

Just blame the bank, Hank. In March, Blackstone and GE Capital Solutions, a unit of General Electric, teamed up to acquire PHH, a fleet-management and mortgage company. (The plan: GE Capital would buy PHH and then sell the mortgage operations to Blackstone.) However, as the spring wore on and PHH's mortgage unit racked up losses, JPMorgan Chase and Lehman Brothers, the banks that had agreed to fund Blackstone's purchase, grew anxious. And so in September, as Reuters reported, "PHH said Blackstone told GE in a letter that it received revised interpretations on debt availability for the deal from J.P. Morgan Chase & Co. and Lehman Brothers Holdings Inc that could result in a shortfall of up to $750 million." Translation: The banks yanked the Persian rug from under Blackstone's feet. Now, for Blackstone's partners, a mere $750 million may be the cost of a few birthday parties, but if Blackstone couldn't pay with borrowed money, it couldn't justify the deal. PHH's stock now trades at a 30 percent discount to the GE-Blackstone offering price, which means investors have little faith the deal will come good.
See you in court, Mort. In April, JC Flowers, the private equity shop that specializes in financial-services companies, agreed to buy student-loan profiteer Sallie Mae for $25 billion, with the assistance of JPMorgan Chase and Lehman Brothers. But paying top dollar for a lending business seemed less viable as the credit crisis worsened. What's more, Congress was considering the College Cost Reduction Act, which would reduce the interest rates Sallie Mae could charge on federally guaranteed loans. And so Flowers, eager to date other financial services companies (like Britain's collapsing Northern Rock), tried to invoke the so-called material adverse effect clause—a provision written into most transactions that allows an acquirer to walk way from the deal, if the target business suffers a significant setback, without having to pay the a breakup fee. (In the case of Sallie Mae, the agreed-upon breakup fee was $900 million.) Sallie Mae strenuously called bull**** on this maneuver, concluding that the new law would reduce net income only "between 1.8 percent and 2.1 percent annually over the next 5 years." Nonetheless, in September, just before President George W. Bush signed the act into law, the investors told Sallie Mae they wouldn't go through with the deal. Sallie Mae then appealed to the honor of Bank of America and JPMorgan Chase. (Try to restrain your laughter.) In early October, after Flowers offered to complete the deal at a lower price, Sallie Mae sued Flowers and the lenders, seeking to make them either live up to the original terms or pay the $900 million breakup fee.

Buy a minority stake, Jake. In the spring, when KKR and Goldman Sachs' private equity arm teamed up to buy electronics company Harman International for about $8 billion, Henry Kravis lauded the company as "one of the world's outstanding providers of audio equipment and infotainment systems." But by early September, having got a better look at Harman's poor outlook for 2008, Kravis decided the company wasn't so outstanding. Invoking the material adverse effect clause, KKR and Goldman Sachs said they wouldn't go forward as planned. But the original barbarians acted like comparative gentlemen. Rather than just leave Harman stranded at the altar, KKR and GS Capital Partners agreed to invest $400 million in the company and take a seat on Harman's board. 

Pay the breakup fee, Lee. And set yourself free. Cerberus, the secretive private equity firm, bought GMAC, General Motors' financing arm, in April 2006, just in time to get nailed by the subprime mortgage mess. In July, it agreed to buy United Rentals, which rents construction equipment, for $4.4 billion, just as the housing morass was getting deeper. Oops. Last month, Cerberus curtly told United Rentals: It's not you, it's me. Rather than cite the material adverse effect clause, Cerberus simply admitted that it no longer wanted to go through with the deal at the original price and essentially offered to pay the $100 million breakup fee. The comparatively gallant gesture apparently didn't assuage the spurned partner. United Rentals is now suing Cerberus. 

Sure, that's only four. But the credit crunch is just starting, the slumping stock market is making the premiums offered for deals earlier this year look less sustainable by the day, and private equity firms are still waiting in vain for bridge loans over troubled waters.


moneybox
The Insatiable Consumer
Ignore the naysayers. Nothing can stop the American holiday shopper.
By Daniel Gross
Saturday, November 24, 2007, at 7:51 AM ET 

The Christmas season brings out the gleeful child in adults. At dusk, harried Midtown Manhattan office workers pause to gaze in delight at the Saks window displays. After Thanksgiving, world-weary grumbling gives way to sincere protestations of good will. But among one subset of adults, the advent of the holiday season seems to inspire only fear and loathing. For as soon as the Christmas sales start (this year some commenced so early that clerks tripped over Easter eggs as they stacked up the merchandise), the doomsayers of the dismal science emerge from their caves to spread seasonal gloom.
This year, as they do every year, economists are highlighting gale-force headwinds: the insanely high price of oil, the poor housing market, a slowing economy, the credit crunch. What's more, they note, noneconomic factors ranging from concerns over the war in Iraq to the drought in Atlanta might depress spending. Hanukkah almost always comes too late to spur Christmas sales—except in those years, like 2007, when it comes too early. (For the full roster of horribles, check out the Wall Street Journal's holiday sales blog, which is to Scrooges what Daily Kos is to Bush-haters.)

Thirty-five percent of adults plan to spend less this year than last year—the highest such level in eight years—according to a joint survey by the Consumer Federation of America and the Credit Union National Association. Only 15 percent plan to spend more. "It will be a tough year for retailers," concludes CUNA chief economist Bill Hampel. The National Retail Foundation predicts holiday sales will rise just 4 percent this year—the worst showing since 2002.
Such yuletide mewlings are nothing new. (Archaeologists in Rome recently unearthed the hitherto unknown Epistle to the Keynesians, a fifth-century tract in which an economist frets that an impending invasion by the Visigoths and the lack of a must-have toga would sack the Christmas season.) Earlier in the fall, National Retail Federation chief economist Rosalind Wells flagged "rising interest rates, geopolitical threats and slow income growth" as sources of concern, while retail analyst Marshal Cohen of the NPD Group lamented that "there really aren't any hot items this year." The fall in question was the fall of 2005—a year in which Christmas sales rose 6.3 percent, the highest annual gain since 1999.
True, the macroeconomic climate does look considerably less hospitable than it has in recent memory, with oil at $95 a barrel and the University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index at its lowest level since March 2003, when the Iraq war started. In years past, the lack of a to-die-for toy was a problem. This year we've got toys, like the recently recalled Aqua Dots, that are literally to-die-for. According to Harris Interactive, one-third of Americans say they will buy fewer toys this year, while 46 percent say they will buy fewer products from China. (Good luck!) 

So, this could be the year the torrent of negative news finally keeps people away from the malls. But don't bet on it. To paraphrase H. L. Mencken, nobody ever went bankrupt underestimating the American people's desire to shop for electronics and sweaters of dubious patterns—even when they signal their express intention not to. CUNA Chief Economist Bill Hampel calls this the conundrum of Christmas: "Everyone says they want to spend less, and then they go out and increase spending by 5 or 6 percent." 
Of course, desires to limit holiday spending are easily confounded. There are always last-minute additions to the list—the client who sends over a box of cookies that must be reciprocated.
But there are deeper reasons why American shoppers tell pollsters one thing and do another. Hardy American consumers have clearly conditioned themselves to shop till they drop in the frenzied five-week period between Thanksgiving and New Year's, no matter what the distraction. (Insert lament/screed over the commercialization of the sacred here.) Over the decades, powerful social, emotional, and cultural forces have built up, instilling habits that evolved into instincts. In the last several weeks of each year, these forces compel Americans to flock to the malls and log on to shopping Web sites. To prepare for these journeys, people gather fuel and conserve energy (i.e., save money), or steel themselves for a few months of lean times.
The Christmas pessimists err by continually viewing holiday shopping as a discretionary item, subject to the short-term whims of the economy. But the evidence suggests that buying toys for children, jewelry for spouses, and fruitcakes for those random folks for whom we have to buy presents isn't a matter of choice. It's compulsory at some level. And during boom and bust, Americans take the necessary measures to ensure they have enough cash to spend. From an economist's perspective, that may be the true meaning of Christmas.
The American consumer, exhausted, pinched, indebted, and fearful, is likely to slow down and may eventually collapse—just not in the next few weeks. So while the macroeconomic tidings are anything but joyful, it's quite possible this will be a Merry Christmas for retailers. 
On Penney's, on Zales, on Bergdorf and Goodman! On Target, on Wal-Mart, on Marcus and Neiman! 
A version of this article appears in the Dec. 3, 2007, issue of Newsweek.


movies
Princess MasterCard
There's something rotten about Enchanted.
By Dana Stevens
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 6:48 PM ET 

It looks like the 2007 holiday season has found its grandma movie, that family-friendly release you can schlep the whole clan to without spending the entire running time regretting your own birth. Enchanted, the Disney fairy tale spoof starring Amy Adams as an animated heroine who's banished from her cartoon kingdom to live-action New York, earned $50.5 million in its first week, winning the holiday weekend and outperforming every Disney Thanksgiving release since Toy Story 2 (1999). 

Adams, an actress who's dwelt on the edge of recognizablity for the past several years (nominated for a supporting-actress Oscar for Junebug in 2005, she also did a multiepisode stint on The Office and gave Will Ferrell a memorably suggestive pep talk in Talladega Nights), will no doubt become a household name and a hot Hollywood property as a result of Enchanted. As the innocent and indomitably chirpy Giselle, she gives the great female comic performance of the year so far, somehow making her three-dimensional, 33-year-old human body seem as weightless and diaphanous as the outline of a cartoon princess. Adams prances away with the movie, though some fellow cast members—especially James Marsden as a besotted prince and Timothy Spall as a scheming courtier—prove worthy foils. Even the leaden presence of Patrick Dempsey, as the pragmatic divorce lawyer who turns out to be Giselle's unexpected true love in the live-action world, can't ruin the movie's light touch and spun-sugar mood. 
But there was something that depressed me about Enchanted, a grim reality that occasionally peeped through the whimsy like New York City glimpsed from the animated fields of Andalasia. This sinking feeling had little to do with what could be seen as the movie's retrograde affirmation of true love and happy endings—after all, if you're going to start complaining about marriage as a plot resolution device, you have to throw out every comedy from Shakespeare on down. No, that intermittent sense of yuckiness sprang from the movie's solemn celebration of a ritual even more sacred than holy matrimony: shopping. 
Late in the film, there's a crisis when Giselle needs to prepare for the ball where both her cartoon-world betrothed, Prince Edward (Marsden), and her real-world crush, Robert (Dempsey), will be in attendance, along with her rival for Dempsey's affections, Nancy (Idina Menzel). Since her arrival in New York, the stranded princess has been making do with outfits she whips up from curtains and bedspreads with help from her urban animal friends (pigeons, roaches, and rats). But the ball is another matter; for an occasion like this, Giselle needs an outfit only a fairy godmother can provide. So Morgan (Rachel Covey), Robert's 6-year-old daughter, proposes a solution: "I know something better than a fairy godmother," she trills, reaching into a drawer for her daddy's credit card. There follows a shopping montage in which the two dash in and out of a series of Manhattan boutiques (real-life brand names prominently displayed), accumulating an impressive pile of purchases. Finally, we see them getting makeovers at a salon, surrounded by a mountain of shopping bags. Smiling shyly at the lovely young woman who's just entered her divorced father's life, Morgan asks, "Is this what it's like to go shopping with your mother?"
Of course, "shopping with your mother," specifically for femininity-enhancing, wallet-reducing princess clothes, is precisely the activity that propels the global Disney empire forward. The scene between Morgan and Giselle in the spa isn't played for irony; these two are truly bonding over the manicure counter, and Morgan's mission to save the day via retail proves successful. Giselle looks fabulous at the ball, lands the right prince without offending the wrong one, and vanquishes an evil-queen-turned-dragon (Susan Sarandon) on top of the Woolworth Building.
When we last see Giselle (in a clever coda that wraps up each character's story in pop-up book form), she's running a successful business called "Andalasia Fashions" that caters to royalty-obsessed (and presumably well-to-do) little girls. Surrounded by seas of tulle, she measures one child as others gather around her in candy-colored frocks. The goodwill Adams has generated for her character at this point makes this feel like a happy, even vaguely feminist ending—at least Giselle won't be living off her true love's paycheck! But still, I couldn't suppress that yuck factor: Does these little girls' happily-ever-after consist only in getting Mommy to buy the right dress?
Because of the difficulty of securing lifetime rights to the image of Amy Adams, Disney recently decided not to include Giselle in its official lineup of princesses. (Cinderella, Snow White, Sleeping Beauty, Ariel, Belle, and Jasmine. As the Wall Street Journal notes, Pocahontas and Mulan remain "largely on the sidelines," and it remains to be seen where Princess Tiana, the first African-American Disney princess, will land in the hierarchy.) Still, Giselle dolls are on the market for Christmas, and toddlers who want to dress as Giselle brides next Halloween (does the image of a 3-year-old bride make anyone else's flesh crawl?) can already find costumes on eBay. Disney can afford to poke fun at a lot of things about itself, and in Enchanted, it does exactly that, to largely charming effect. But the marketing of princesshood? That's serious business.


music box
Farewell, Quiet Riot
Plus: Has Timbaland become a hack?
By Jody Rosen
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 1:43 PM ET 

Kevin DuBrow, the lead singer of Quiet Riot, who died Sunday at age 52, will be remembered as a guy who was in the right place at the right time, with the right song. The place was the Sunset Strip; the time was late summer, 1983; the song was "Cum On Feel the Noize," a raucous party tune originally recorded by British glam-rockers Slade, which Quiet Riot inflated into the anthem that first took pop-metal to the top of the Billboard charts. Quiet Riot distilled the pop-metal formula, toning down the darkness and nihilism of progenitors like Black Sabbath while preserving the decibel levels, adding poodle hair, spandex, gratuitous guitar histrionics, lots of salaciousness, and, above all, melody. Other, better bands—Mötley Crüe, Def Leppard, Bon Jovi—would ride the tide to superstardom, but Quiet Riot got there first, when "Cum On Feel" propelled the band's third album, Metal Health, to No. 1 on the Billboard Hot 200, for one week exactly, in November of '83. That success was due in no little part to DuBrow's vocals, a raspy yowl, and to his bug-eyed stage presence—more in the Alice Cooper-lunatic tradition than the Robert Plant sex-god vibe that others would exploit. "Cum On Feel" was DuBrow's supreme moment. (And, let's be frank, it was more Slade's triumph than his.) But Quiet Riot's originals were a blast, too. Watch this vintage performance of "Metal Health," with DuBrow stalking the stage in a striped shirt and tight leopard-print pants. "I want it louder/ More power/ I'm gonna rock ya 'til it strikes the hour," Dubrow sings, a goofy but not inaccurate boast. 
Timbaland's Diminishing Returns
What happens when a genius spreads himself too thin? We're finding out these days, as beat-maker extraordinaire Timbaland, popular music's most reliable mind-blower for more than a decade, continues his bid to produce every song by every living recording artist. Timbaland started his current run in grand fashion, emerging in 2006 from a hiatus—evidently spent as BALCO's artist in residence—with blockbuster albums for Nelly Furtado and Justin Timberlake. The best moments on those records were vintage Timbaland—utterly odd, utterly infectious songs built from terse melodic hooks and twitchy rhythms. And the Furtado and Timberlake partnerships made sense: Timbaland's finest work has arisen from close, long-term partnerships, and Nelly and Justin seemed like Tim's latest muses, the successors to Ginuwine, Aaliyah, and Missy Elliott. But the success of Furtado's Loose and Timberlake's FutureSex/LoveSounds whetted Timbaland's appetite for pop moguldom, and he has spent the months since on a promiscuous tear, releasing a smash solo CD, Timbaland Presents Shock Value (featuring Elton John, Fall Out Boy, and old friend Elliott, among many others), and producing dozens of records for rappers, rockers, pop divas, and virtually everyone else: Bjork, Rihanna, Diddy, Fabolous, M.I.A., Nicole Scherzinger, 50 Cent, Chingy, Mary J. Blige, you name it. Timbaland has also done tracks for the forthcoming Ashlee Simpson album, for Natalie Cole, for his protégé Keri Hilson, for Britpop crooner Robbie Williams. In 2008, another Timbaland solo record is planned, and he is rumored to be manning the mixing board for both Madonna's and Beyoncé's next CDs. Surely a Timbaland-Emanuel Ax collabo can't be far behind.

The work rate is impressive—but what about the work? As Timbaland's fellow superproducers the Neptunes learned a couple of years back, it pays to be a bit sparing with your beats: Make too many records, and the quality will start to suffer. In Tim's case, the songs haven't gotten bad, exactly, just dispiritingly familiar and dull. The shock value of Timbaland's music—the jolts and revelations his songs have routinely delivered—has diminished, leaving behind a series of tics. The latest evidence is his production on the new Duran Duran album, Red Carpet Massacre. It would seem to be a match made in heaven, the funk-wise '80s party boys joining forces with a shameless '80s-fetishist rhythm-genius. But the tracks are formulaic. "Nite Runner" is paint-by-numbers Timbaland: a sluggish Prince-style synth groove with a smattering of percussion clatter, a falsetto chorus from Timberlake, and, worst of all, a rap by the producer himself. Like all of Tim's work on Red Carpet Massacre, it's catchy. But where's the weirdness? On "Nite Runner," Timbaland swathes the chorus vocals in a heavy distortion-fuzz, an eerie sound, for sure. But that sound was last year's innovation. It's a telltale sign of fatigue: Timbaland's bringing "SexyBack" back. 

Winter Ball
How do New York's young Latino baseball stars spend their off-season? Judging by "Pa' La Tumba," the new video from the veteran reggaeton rapper and producer Héctor El Father, the answer is: poolside, possibly intoxicated, definitely surrounded by women. The video features appearances by the Mets' Jose Reyes and the Yankees' Robinson Cano and Melky Cabrera, who are shown dancing and lip-synching, with bling flashing, alongside Héctor, boxer Ivan Calderon, and other celebrities. These cameos caused a small sensation in the Mets blogosphere—an online community with which your correspondent has a certain familiarity—with hysterical message-board posters slamming Reyes for spending too much time at pool parties and too little in the batting cage. But how could anyone within earshot of "Pa' La Tumba" not want to party? It begins like a typical Héctor track—with menacing singsong chanting over tolling piano chords. And then the beat kicks in: a boom-chicka-boom merengue rhythm, far speedier and more exuberant than standard reggaeton, with horns honking and groaning above the rapper's nasal boasts and exhortations. It's the best dance song I've heard in 2007; and it's sure to be heard blasting out of the Yankee and Shea stadium PA systems come April 2008.


music box
Rock Band vs. Real Band
Sleater-Kinney's guitarist tests out the new video game Rock Band.
By Carrie Brownstein
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 3:07 PM ET 

The game Rock Band has been haunting me like a bad ring tone. It gets stuck in my head and momentarily effaces all that I love about music. I first learned about it during a short stint at an ad agency in Portland, Ore., where I was asked to come up with a few ideas to help promote the game. This seemed easy enough; after all, I had more than a decade's worth of experience playing in a rock band and being around other bands. I flew to Los Angeles to work on the ideas with a comedian friend of mine. We wanted to capture the notion that Rock Band would bring disparate elements and people together for a wholesome Devo-meets-Jane Fonda type of fun. But we didn't want to resort to depicting four dudes (OK, three dudes and a female bass player) sitting around acting like a band. For one, anytime you see a movie or TV show or commercial with a fake band, it is painfully embarrassing. Second, Rock Band is more like Stairmaster than it is like rock 'n' roll—it's the same steps with different degrees of difficulty. We came up with two ideas: The first involved a pair of hapless label execs, and the other took place at the U.N. General Assembly. The creative directors told me that the ideas were funny but that I "wasn't putting rock on a pedestal" in a necessary way. Apparently, the other writing team took music more seriously than I did. It was like waking up and realizing I had been in Spinal Tap all of these years. 
It turns out that the more you know about music, the less qualified you are to sell Rock Band. I get that now. Rock Band isn't about music or about being in a band, it's about pretending. But instead of pretending alone, as you might in karaoke or Guitar Hero, you pretend with other people. Rock Band is Guitar Hero for people with more than one friend. It's a theater group set to music, and just as nerdy.
Rock Band was dropped off in person at my house by Brad (not his real name), a PR guy from Electronic Arts, one of the companies (along with Harmonix and MTV) behind the game. Brad was already in full sales mode when he walked in. "What have you heard about the game so far?" he asked. I told him about the ad agency experience and about witnessing a promotional video shoot done in Portland. Thankfully, that saved me from getting Brad's full evangelizing pitch. 
One by one, he pulled out the game instruments. The bass and guitar are exactly the same (which is a slight dis for bass players, but I suppose the only other option would have been to make the bass piece 10 times heavier). The guitar/bass is made by Fender and looks like a smaller, plastic toy version of a Stratocaster. Brad told me that if you view it from a distance, you might mistake it for the real thing. The prospect of a real guitar tech accidentally handing out a Rock Band guitar in the middle of a set seemed unlikely. On the other hand, the minute I mistake that thing for a real Fender I will succumb to the meds I know I need, so it does serve as a handy litmus test. The mic looks like a real mic, which is because it is a real mic. The drums are the best part. They would look at home in a 1980s Flock of Seagulls video—four color-coded circular drum pads and a kick pedal. Drum stool (aka throne) not included, but, as I discovered, a coffee table works just fine. Brad kindly set up Rock Band in the middle of my living room, a typically austere space reserved for reading (except that I never read there), and one kept tidy in case I invite friends over (which I rarely do). Even so, littering the space with guitars and drums was strangely intrusive. I felt like the mother of a teenager. How long was this band planning on hanging out, and why was their stuff lying around all over the place? 
Brad wanted to make sure everything was working, so he got on drums, I picked up a guitar, and we started the game. I quickly discovered, as other real guitarists have, that knowing how to play guitar in no way qualifies you to play Rock Band (or Guitar Hero). It's the same way that being a doctor doesn't make you good at the game Operation. 
We started with one of the easier songs, Weezer's "Say It Ain't So." Rock Band uses the actual master recordings, so if you are hitting the right notes, your performance should sound exactly like the real song. But if you hit the wrong notes, the instrument you're playing drops out of the song for as long as you keep messing up. Basically, you get to sound experimental and avant-garde for one moment before you get kicked out of the band. If enough of you are playing poorly, the song ends in an abject moment of humiliation. The music comes to a screeching halt, like someone bumped the needle on a record player; on screen, your avatar either insouciantly shrugs off the incident or appears to be pointing an accusing finger at another band member (some aspects of the game are more realistic than others). 

The band that Brad and I formed, called "a" (it's not easy to type in letters using a guitar), played for about an hour. He showed me how to tattoo my avatar and how to warp the tattoo to make it look unique (or more like the mask from Scream). When I took a turn on the drums, he told me that Rock Band emulated the experience on a real kit and that he thought the game had taught him how to play. We tried "Maps" by the Yeah Yeah Yeahs. I conjured Brian Chase in my head, trying to hit with both bombast and precision, which didn't help much. After flunking out a few times and needing Brad to save me (other players can bring you back from the dead if they are doing well), I managed to complete the song. It wasn't until later that I saw Brad's point, that the drums could be instructive. I might be delusional, and my drummer friends will laugh when they read this, but I think I'm at least good enough to post a "Musicians Available" ad on Craigslist, despite my experience being limited to four dinner-plate-sized rubber drum heads that I banged on from the comfort of my couch. The drums are the most fun Rock Band instrument to play, and they're also the most obnoxious to others: Since you are actually hitting a drumhead with a drumstick, you get an audible tapping sound on top of the real music that is hard to drown out unless you test the limits of your TV volume (not advised). 
After drumming along while Brad sang a respectable version of Radiohead's "Creep," he left me alone with the console. I have never had more than a passing interest in video games. Growing up, we weren't allowed to have Atari, Coleco, or Nintendo. And though I enjoyed a few hours of Super Mario Bros. at friends' houses now and then, no permanent affection for the medium took hold. Once Brad left my house, I immediately packed up the system and my TV and moved everything to the den. Now I could relax, wait to play until the party I'd planned, and return to my refined pre-Rock Band life. 
The feeling of superiority was fleeting. At approximately 8 p.m., I plugged in a guitar, selected solo tour mode, and played Rock Band for three hours straight. I was sweating, quickly developing a callous on my thumb, and had a splitting headache. Still, I could not stop. My "band" had worked its way up from our hometown of Paris all the way to New York! We had a manager, a tour bus, and were able to afford better clothing and fancier instruments. Even though some of my band mates—all avatars—had green dreadlocks or belly button rings (things that I usually find offensive), it didn't matter; we were good, we were going places. And probably the best part about the tour with my Rock Band band was that even though I went to sleep feeling like I had been inside a shopping mall for the past few hours, I slept in my own bed that night.
I had some friends over to play Rock Band a few nights later. We didn't cluster into formal bands but instead took turns on the various instruments. The allure of Rock Band seems to break down not by people's interest in music or their skills at playing it, but by people's love of either karaoke or video games. One friend stayed on the vocals for a number of songs, scoring 100 percent on a Queens of the Stone Age tune, and, at one point, calling out for someone to grab him a beer. Feeling like obsequious roadies, we obliged. The roles do go to one's head after a while. But after a few hours, most people's enthusiasm for the game diminished. When I looked carefully, I realized I was having a party where people were sitting around playing video games. And, really, if you are going to play the game with a group of friends for more than a night, shouldn't you just form a real band? There is something sad about the thought of four teenagers getting Rock Band for Christmas and spending all of their after-school time pretending to know how to play. 
Here, then, are the differences I have surmised between a Rock Band and a real band:

Setting up your gear
Rock Band: Easy. Pick up your feather-light instruments and plug them into your Xbox with a USB cable that you should know how to use even if you've never seen a computer. 
Real band: Easier. Especially if a roadie does it for you. Or insanely more difficult if you are your own roadie and you have a fused vertebrae or slipped disc from schlepping your gear across the country.

The playing experience
Rock Band: Tetris meets Simon meets karaoke. You need to have hand-eye coordination and be moderately literate (if you are the singer). There are no monitor mixes to fuss with, and your sound is consistent. Actually, your sound never changes, which kind of gets old. However, if your band messes up, you are mercifully and magically removed from the gig and you get to start over.
Real band: It's hard to beat the visceral high of playing live and creating something spontaneous. But if your band is having an off night, you still have to stand there in front of a crowd and finish the set.

The band dynamic
Rock Band: Volatile. Skill levels can vary, and though each player can select his or her own level, it's frustrating to get stopped in the middle of a song due to someone else's screwup. You do get three chances to bring a player back from the dead, which, sadly, doesn't happen in real life.
Real band: Volatile but with far more payoff. And band fights about set list order and how the guitar is always too loud are more justifiable than fighting over someone accidentally hitting the "pause" button in the middle of a song.

The touring life
Rock Band: You never have to convince yourself that Ruby Tuesday is a good restaurant or that five days is an acceptable amount of time to go without a shower. Your spouse, significant other, dogs, and kids all get to come along without making anyone mad. One major drawback is that you haven't actually left your house, nor has anyone actually attended your shows. You do save on gas.
Real band: You see the world, you see your friends, you try different foods, and you meet new people. Getting out on the road is the way you discover that you're not alone.
I suppose it's pointless to try to break it down in this way, into a dualistic Rock Band vs. real band. Not even the creators of Rock Band could possibly believe that playing the game is tantamount to making your own music. There is, however, a sad similarity between Rock Band and some actual bands, and that is the attempt at realness. With so much of music blurring the lines between ersatz and authenticity, at least the Rock Band game is a tribute to rock, rather than an affront. In the realm of fakery, I would choose Rock Band over American Idol or over any of the other flimsy truths masquerading as music. With Rock Band, you can play along to Black Sabbath or Nirvana and possibly find new ways of appreciating their artistry by being allowed to perform parallel to it. Rock Band puts you inside the guts of a song.
These days, it might be easier to exalt the fake than to try to make sense of the genuine. But maybe by pretending to be in a band, there will be those who'll find the nerve to go beyond the game, and to take the brave leaps required to create something real.


other magazines
God in Bulk
The New Yorker on the recent success of New England megachurches.
By Brad Flora, Elizabeth Gumport, Garin Hovannisian, Jake Melville, David Sessions, and Morgan Smith
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 3:53 PM ET 
Today, Other Magazines reads The New Yorker, New York, Newsweek, Harper's, Texas Monthly, and the Weekly Standard to find out what's worth your time—and what's not.

Must Read
The New Yorker traces the rise of a megachurch in New England, a region with just 12 congregations that exceed 2,000 worshippers. The article explores the origin of the megachurch, the forces that contribute to its success, and its opponents' critiques, including fundamentalists and Calvinists who deride them as "market-driven churches that cater to the society's insatiable demand for entertainment."—E.G.
Best Profile
A profile of Texas Sen. John Cornyn in the December Texas Monthly presents a detailed look at the roots of Cornyn's conservatism and how his role in the Senate will shift after Bush leaves office. No Texas politician profile is complete without an inescapable sport-shooting experience, and this reporter ("improbably, impossibly") passed the test.—D.S. 
Best Campaign Piece
Newsweek's cover examines Rudy Giuliani's upbringing, surrounded by friends and relatives both "good and bad," and how this exposure helps him see the often blurry line between saint and sinner.

Best Campaign Review
The Weekly Standard runs a funny and intelligent review of campaign memoirs by current presidential candidates, including works by Christopher Dodd, Mike Huckabee, Mitt Romney, Hillary Clinton, and John Edwards. For all "the puffery, the opportunism, the ambition," the article concludes, "even politicians, even their ghostwriters, can't kill the campaign book."—G.H. 
Best Foreign Piece
Harper's visits the newly discovered Archives of the Guatemalan National Police Force—the group responsible for many atrocities in the Dirty Wars of the 1970s and 1980s. The article, which features comments from victims' family members and former guerillas, uncovers a country slowly discovering the truth of the harrowing era.—J.M.
Most Controversial Statement
The Weekly Standard accuses congressional Democrats of not only attempting to sabotage American victory in Iraq, but also being bad saboteurs. "They tried, it is true, to do serious damage, but were compromised in the event by their chronic incompetence."—G.H.
Best Line
Harper's publishes lawyer Clive Stafford Smith's snarky response to Navy allegations that he smuggled Speedos in to several Guantanamo Bay inmates. "Mr. Aamer is hardly in a position to go swimming, since the only available water is in the toilet in his cell. … I presume that nobody thinks that Mr. Aamer wears Speedos while paddling in his privy."—J.M.
Scariest Statistic
The New Yorker reports: "A well-fed pigeon will produce twenty-five pounds of waste in a year, and there may be more than a million pigeons in New York."—E.G.
Best Sports Piece
A column in Texas Monthly takes on bloated college athletics programs—particularly football—and reveals that coaches have more monetary incentives to win championships than to encourage their players to graduate. "The business of college sports," the piece observes, "is to help its fans forget that it's a business."—D.S.
Best Science Article
The New Yorker explores paleovirology, "which seeks to better understand the impact of modern diseases by studying the genetic history of ancient viruses." Resurrecting extinct retroviruses—viruses that copy their genetic information into cells' DNA—could help explain human evolution. "Viruses," one researcher declares, "may well be the unseen creator that most likely did contribute to making us human."—E.G.
Best Culture Piece
New York's cover story investigates the ever-growing business of spa treatments and the ramifications of "ritualistic grooming—that potent, mutual currency of female friendship—[becoming] an industry."—M.S.
Best Fiction
In Harper's, Nadine Gordimer imagines what it's like to be a tapeworm, and concludes that apart from being expelled from the host's body, life isn't so bad.—J.M.
Best Review
The New Yorker looks at a number of new cookbooks, all "remarkably alike in their gleeful chauvinism about being carnivores." One cookbook includes photographs of "two men wearing sea urchins like sunglasses" and "pig heads arranged in a vat of boiling water so that they seem to be screaming."—E.G.
Best Pop-Culture Analysis
Examine the literary roots of Gossip Girl with New York's Cliffs Notes to the series. Whoever knew Prince Hal and Dorian Gray would make an appearance on the CW?—M.S. 
Best Letter-to-the-Editor Page
Texas Monthly's readers are bitterly divided over the magazine's editorial slant: One calls it a "right wing rag," while another dismisses its "overtly liberal tone."—D.S.
Best Cocktail-Party Factoid
Harper's piece on the role of the mouse in medical testing highlights the wastefulness of the industry: "[S]eventy percent of all male mice are euthanized before weaning" because they are seen as "too aggressive."—J.M.


poem
"Twenty-First Century Exhibit"
By Tomás Q. Morin
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 7:42 AM ET 
to Tomás Q. Morin read this poem.

At the Museum of Natural History, 
three guards in blue eyed us while the fourth,

shorter than the others, traced our bodies 
with a wand. Satisfied, they returned our keys,
coffee, eyeglasses, and marched us into the exhibit 
crafted to look like an office purged of its desks,

its loping workers, the maze of gray-board cubicles. 
In the center of the room, a water cooler 

stood patiently. In vain, we tried to explicate 
the intent: "A metaphor for the modern personality," 

said a man with cockroach eyebrows. "No, 
it's the perfect marriage of form and content," 

uttered a woman in a beret. Just then, the artist, 
who had been hidden among us, crossed the rope 

and knelt at the cooler, his lips working the spigot 
while the rest of us stared, tongues too dumb 

to say anything as the water hiccuped and disappeared. 
He gleefully pointed at his rounded belly, 

and then waddled to a door without a doorknob 
marked with the universal triangle for toilet. 
His work begun, he signaled to an unseen hand 
to soften the lamps above us to a kinder orange 

so he could more easily study us, his creation, 
so he could attempt to learn what can't be learned, 

like why I hate tuna salad garnished with pickle, 
how my father wore it on his sleeve—pink-green 

like his heart—the day he busted my nose 
for spitting and then again for crying about it. 

How could anyone ever know this by looking? 
Still, he persisted with the examination 
and turned us over in his mind, prizing our flaws 
because they conferred character, 

even as his own body began to betray him, 
the sharp pain in his groin growing sharper. 

And if it had been one of us across the rope, 
on the rack for art, how long would we have waited 
to shout finito! or genius! once our bladders 
had swelled like accordions and we were dancing 

our own version of the dervish he was madly spinning? 
Bored with ordinary agony, we slouched 

toward the tribal wail, the old altar and rot displays 
of the twentieth-century wing now under renovation. 



politics
Campaign Junkie 
The election trail starts here.
Friday, November 30, 2007, at 7:15 AM ET 


politics
Knock-Down Drag
The heated GOP YouTube debate entertains but tells us little.
By John Dickerson
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 8:31 AM ET 

Rudy Giuliani has an outsized personality, and so when he makes a mistake—as he did during the Republican debate Wednesday night—it is layered and messy. During an otherwise petty and uninformative squabble with Mitt Romney over which candidate had the better immigration record, Giuliani attacked Romney for hiring illegal immigrants to perform yard work "at his mansion." 
Why was this an extraordinary claim? First, Giuliani's campaign has been pushing the idea that Romney is the nasty campaigner, yet the mayor was the first to get personal. Second, given Giuliani's complicated personal life—including a messy episode about his mansion and fresh allegations about misuse of city funds during the time when he was beginning an extramarital relationship—you'd think Giuliani would not craft a preplanned attack on the topic of domestic conduct. Also, attacking an opponent for his hiring practices—or the behavior of people he's hired—would seem an option unavailable to Giuliani, who's been on the defensive about Bernie Kerik and his other hires. (Romney hired people to work on his house. Kerik was Giuliani's police chief, and the mayor promoted him to run the Department of Homeland Security.) Finally, the whopper: Giuliani initiated this whole attack on Romney by saying that the governor "criticizes people in a situation in which he's had far the worst record." Pot, meet kettle.
Will any of these contradictions matter to voters? Probably not. That's likely true of the entire debate. Lots of issues voters care about were never discussed—health care, energy, Iran, education. Those issues that were covered didn't get much illumination. There was squabbling and some good theater, but very little to give us a view into the differences between the major candidates. Anti-immigration crusader Tom Tancredo put the narrow range of the debate into perspective. After listening to the other candidates quarrel about his pet cause, he said, "All I've heard is people trying to out-Tancredo Tancredo." Ron Paul played his usual role, but even John McCain's predictable attack on Paul for wanting to remove troops from Iraq felt like a rerun, despite McCain's overheated reference to Hitler.

Romney and Giuliani demonstrated again that they are the bickering front-runners of the pack, but Mike Huckabee and John McCain were the actual winners of the evening. Huckabee may be the most appealing candidate running for president in either party. He was helped by relatively easy questions that he answered well. He also held his own in a tit for tat with Romney over providing scholarships to the gifted children of illegal immigrants. He has always turned in great debate performances. Now that he's surging in the polls, a great debate performance might really mean something. 
Huckabee, the former Baptist minister, got a chance to show off his expertise answering a question about how to interpret the Bible, and John McCain also had a chance to climb into his pulpit when asked a question about water-boarding and torture. He got into a politically helpful spat with Romney over the issue. Romney said it wasn't prudent for a candidate to voice an opinion on what was and wasn't torture. McCain argued it was a clear-cut case. The problem for McCain, though, is that he's had other strong debate performances and his poll numbers haven't changed, so it's not clear how much the night will help him.
Romney marched onstage clearly ready to add fight to his usual smiles. He tussled with Giuliani, Huckabee, and McCain. He even wrestled with himself when confronted with a statement about his past support for allowing gays to serve in the military. His equivocal answer about whether he still held that position won boos. Toward the end of the evening, Romney showed what appeared to be genuine disgust when one of the YouTube questioners asked if the Confederate flag was a symbol of political ideology, a symbol of Southern heritage, or a symbol of racism. Romney seemed to pick the latter. He's been asked during the campaign when he has ever taken a position that was politically harmful. He now has. He's just reached the top of the South Carolina polls, and some South Carolina Republicans won't like his answer on the flag that once flew above the state capitol.

Fred Thompson decided to criticize his opponents and did so right from the start. After the debate's opening exchange, he expressed shock that Giuliani would be lecturing Romney on hiring decisions. He then dinged Romney for changing positions. Every candidate produced a 30-second "YouTube-style" video, and Thompson shocked everyone, including moderator Anderson Cooper, by turning his into a kind of attack ad. Instead of promoting himself—as all the other candidates did and the Democrats had in their YouTube debate—Thompson ran old footage of Romney proclaiming that he was pro-choice and Mike Huckabee supporting tax increases. "What's up with that?" asked Cooper. "These are their words," said Thompson, whose campaign posted a fuller treatment of the video on his Web site.

The best video of the night came from Rudy Giuliani, who made fun of his penchant for bragging about his New York record. In the video—which looked a lot like his recent commercial—he brags about defeating King Kong. It was perhaps the bright moment of the night for him, since he got lots of sticky other questions on hot-button issues like gun control (he was lightly booed for his answer) and the brewing billing controversy.

The debate ended with what appears to be an emerging trend—the stupid question. The last Democratic debate ended on a question to Hillary Clinton about whether she preferred diamonds or pearls. Rudy Giuliani was asked Wednesday why, as a lifelong Yankees fan, he supported the Red Sox in the World Series. This brought predictable false bonhomie from former Massachusetts Gov. Romney. There were smiles at the end, but they were gone before the candidates left the stage.
Disclaimer: I am a political analyst for CNN, which co-sponsored the debate with YouTube.


politics
Go Negative, Fred!
A little lazy lightning might jolt the campaign alive.
By John Dickerson
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 4:42 PM ET 

It was a bit rich to hear Fred Thompson complain last Sunday that Fox News wasn't treating him nicely. He has appeared several times on the network in favorable soft interviews. And Sean Hannity was so solicitous after one debate, I thought he was going to ask Thompson for a snuggle. But even if Thompson has no real reason to be peeved, his aides should keep it coming when Thompson joins his colleagues on the debate stage in Florida tonight. Irritation could be just the thing to revive a campaign that is floundering. Here's why:
He's got to do something: Thompson has been falling in the polls since he entered the race. Campaign aides like to summon the tortoise and hare parable, but in Thompson's case, the turtle is walking backward in South Carolina and Florida—the states that were supposed to be his strongest—in Iowa it's at best sleeping, and in New Hampshire it has died. A well-placed knock on Romney and Huckabee could begin to revive Thompson in Iowa, where conservatives might give him a second look. That would help him survive the pounding he's going to take in New Hampshire so that he can perhaps make it to competing in the early Southern states. 
Anger shows he has a pulse: Thompson looks in command when he's angry, unlike on the stump, where he has received brutal reviews for his lackluster and listless campaign. With one or two moments of passion, Thompson can show that he's got the energy voters typically look for in candidates. The cliché about showing fire in the belly is overwrought but also true: Voters like to know that a candidate will fight to fulfill the promises he makes on the campaign trail. 
Aggression offers more bang for the buck: Thompson is not going to start breaking a sweat on the campaign trail. And while he's winning plaudits for detailed policy proposals and candid ideas about entitlement reform, winning by being the policy wonk requires lead time, and Thompson started his campaign too late for that. So, doing something showy is the best—or perhaps the only—way to generate a little buzz. 
He has room to go negative: The heated GOP nominating contest is only going to get more so. Negative ads will start running soon. Still, McCain has to calibrate his attacks because he has a reputation as a hothead. Giuliani has the same problem. If Romney gets too tough, it'll clash with his squeaky-clean image, and he's already created more than enough dissonance by presenting multiple incarnations of himself. Thompson, on the other hand, has the folksy reputation that probably gives him more room to be confrontational.
There are downsides to getting aggressive. Thompson might look desperate, or he might turn off some moderate voters, but it will at least fix one thing that's bugging him. Fox producers, like their colleagues at the other cable channels, like confrontation. If Fred provides a little, it should at least improve his coverage.


politics
Fibber vs. Flopper
Who will win the sparring match between Romney and Giuliani?
By John Dickerson
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 7:45 AM ET 

For some families, bickering during Thanksgiving dinner is as much a ritual as the turkey and stuffing. Tiny disagreements turn into roaring arguments, and suddenly a cousin bolts from the table to Google figures on the resting heart rate of a 40-year-old to prove he's right. In most families these squabbles eventually die down. People must return to their homes. In the Republican family, though, the Thanksgiving spat that broke out between Rudy Giuliani and Mitt Romney threatens to last into the New Year.

The quarrel has touched on taxes, crime, immigration, abortion, ethical standards, and health care. The specifics of each candidate's claim and counterclaim are hotly debated, but there is a general pattern to the back and forth. Giuliani's essential charge is that Romney changes positions. Romney's is that Giuliani doesn't tell the truth. In a typical exchange Monday, Giuliani claimed Romney has "had every position that everyone has had," and Romney responded: "Mayor Giuliani has a fact problem, meaning that he makes them up." (The back-and-forth kicked off the GOP debate Wednesday night and got so heated so fast it seemed the two-hour event would be consumed by their bickering alone.)
Romney is unlikely to win this tit-for-tat. Sure, every fight he picks with Giuliani helps him solidify the idea that the GOP contest is really only a two-man race (Huckabee who?), but in every round of this fight Romney is going to come out on the short end. On the merits, he's right: Giuliani bends the facts. Factcheck.org could start a Rudycheck.org subsidiary to accommodate their regular reports on his shadings, exaggerations, and willful distortions. But on the political scorecard, Giuliani's charge about Romney has more political punch than Romney's about Giuliani.
Giuliani's first advantage is that he has video on his side. When Romney wants to make a point about his opponent, he has to hope voters will pay attention long enough to hear why the facts are on his side. Giuliani, on the other hand, benefits from the fact that voters have already been exposed to months of video clips of Romney adamantly holding previous positions that contradict his current ones. If this debate ever gets really ugly, the Giuliani team can put footage of Romney into a TV commercial to educate those voters who haven't seen it. 

In this uneven exchange, Giuliani is also hitting on Romney's essential weakness—that he doesn't have core convictions. Romney's punches, even if they land, don't go directly to Giuliani's core vulnerability. Nor do they diminish Giuliani's best attribute—his reputation as a tough leader. As Bill Clinton famously said about George Bush, voters prefer a candidate who is strong and wrong to one who is weak and right.
The strategy Romney is likely to pursue in this protracted struggle is to try to turn Giuliani's fondness for massaging the facts into a broader claim about his penchant for cutting corners, particularly with loyal aides. "Cronyism should be his crippling vulnerability," says an adviser to another GOP campaign about Giuliani. "He has Kerik and a defrocked pedophile priest on his payroll for crying out loud. And he hasn't paid much of a price for it. Normally something like that would finish off his campaign." Romney has hinted at making this case but hasn't gone all the way yet. It would be a very aggressive attack—the moment at the dinner table when someone reaches for the cutlery. 


press box
Stupidest Drug Story of the Week
The New York Times frets about a potential European methedemic.
By Jack Shafer
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 5:56 PM ET 

Don't begrudge newspapers for loading their pages with non-news the day after a holiday. Most folks don't work on holidays, so why should journalists? Based on the forest of evergreens planted on the New York Times' Page One the day after Thanksgiving, we can assume that 95 percent of the news staff took the holiday off. 

There's no shame in publishing an evergreen the day after a holiday. But the compact between newspapers and readers holds that the holiday evergreens must be stout and sturdy, and not as flimsy and bark-beetle-bitten as was the Times' Nov. 23 story "Europe Fears That Meth Foothold Is Expanding; Drug Scourge Centered in Czech Republic." 

Nobody denies the prevalence of methamphetamine use in the Czech Republic, but the notion that the entire continent trembles at the prospect of a meth flood is supported by only one source in the Times article. A more accurate headline for the piece would be "European Fears Meth Foothold Is Expanding."

The Times' source, Thomas Pietschmann, is identified as the main author of the annual United Nations World Drug Report. Pietschmann tells the Times that Czechs are exporting the drug to nearby countries, that Baltic states are producing and exporting to Sweden and Finland, and that two labs have even been found in Vienna.

It all sounds very scary until you read the most recent edition of the United Nations' voluminous report on illicit drugs, of which Pietschmann is the main author. The report takes a much calmer approach in its discussion of European meth, stating:
Methamphetamine production in Europe continues to be limited to a few countries. For 2005 only the Czech Republic and the Republic of Moldova reported dismantling methamphetamine labs. Over the past decade, the Czech Republic and the Republic of Moldova and Slovakia have reported lab seizures consistently. Occasional lab seizures have been made in the Ukraine, Germany, the UK, Lithuania and Bulgaria. [Emphasis added.]

On this note, a U.S. State Department report from 2006 held that the "usage and addiction rates of heroin and pervitine [methamphetamine] have stabilized or slightly decreased."

The Times article and the U.N. report agree about the proliferation of home, or "kitchen," meth labs in Europe. According to the Times, 416 such labs were seized in the Czech Republic last year, compared with 19 in 2000.

Why so many small meth labs all of a sudden? 

The Times sidles up to the question about two-thirds of the way through the piece by explaining that Czech authorities started putting a crimp on access to ephedrine, a methamphetamine precursor, from a local factory about five years ago. When meth chefs can't obtain ephedrine, some switch to pseudoephedrine, which they buy in bulk or harvest from over-the-counter cold medications. As the Times explains, the home meth cooker tends to make his meth from the pseudoephedrine found in OTC medicines. This tends to prevent home meth cookers from turning out huge lots of the stuff. 
This dramatic increase in the number of labs, then, doesn't necessarily translate into a greater supply of the drug. The U.N. report shares the conclusion: "Because the majority of these [dismantled European labs] are small kitchen labs, the actual production is still limited." It could be that less meth is being produced by a greater number of labs!
The Times piece makes much of the recent increase in Czech meth seizures, reporting that during the 2000-to-2005 period, the amount of meth seized "rose fourfold" to 300 pounds. But as every drug wonk knows, pounds seized can be an unreliable marker of drug trends. A 2006 European Union report specifically warns against relying on seizure statistics to say anything meaningful about drug supply because there are too many variables pushing the data. Increases or decreases in seized pounds may reflect changes in police resources, priorities, and strategies. The size of seizures can fluctuate because police got lucky or unlucky. Reporting practices within a jurisdiction can vary from year to year, and so on.
For instance, the 2006 State Department study noted that seizures of hashish and ecstasy declined in the Czech Republic during 2005. But nobody in their right mind would extrapolate a decline in Czech hashish and ecstasy use based on that data alone. 

If the Times seeks a powerful central nervous system stimulant that enjoys pan-European popularity, it might want to check out amphetamine—methamphetamine's chemical cousin. Although amphetamine is less potent than meth, in uncontrolled situations the effects are largely indistinguishable. This country-by-country survey of amphetamine-type stimulant use printed in the U.N. report shows 14 European countries—Denmark, England and Wales, Estonia, Latvia, Norway, Scotland, Spain, Germany, Iceland, Northern Ireland, Austria, Belgium, Hungary, and Switzerland—leading the Czech Republic in use. You could throw a dart at a map of Europe blindfolded and have a 25 percent chance of hitting a country in which an illicit amphetamine lab was dismantled in 2005. According to a European Union study, illicit amphetamine labs were taken down that year in Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, Estonia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, and Poland.

It could be that saturation of the European market by amphetamine is what's holding back Europe's meth flood. I can't say for sure. Perhaps an enlightening evergreen about European amphetamine use could be scheduled for the New York Times' Dec. 26 edition. 

******

The last third of the Times piece chronicles the reporter's visit to an unnamed Czech meth chef. Thanks to the precedent set in Branzburg v. Hayes, had this section of the story been reported in the United States, the reporter could face a subpoena forcing him to reveal the identity of the cooker. My guess is that there is no similar Czech precedent, but if a Czech legal scholar has one at his fingertips, please drop a line to slate.pressbox@gmail.com. (E-mail may be quoted by name in "The Fray," Slate's readers' forum, in a future article, or elsewhere unless the writer stipulates otherwise. Permanent disclosure: Slate is owned by the Washington Post Co.)


readme
First Lady or World Man?
What experience is most valuable in a presidential candidate?
By Michael Kinsley
Saturday, November 24, 2007, at 7:48 AM ET 
Hillary Clinton declared the other day—apropos of whom, she didn't say, or need to—"We can't afford on-the-job training for our next president." Barack Obama immediately retorted, "My understanding is that she wasn't treasury secretary in the Clinton administration. I don't know exactly what experience she's claiming." As wit, that round goes to Obama. Clinton was elected to the Senate in 2000, and that was her first experience in public office. Obama was elected to the U.S. Senate in 2004 and was an Illinois state senator for seven years before that. In terms of experience in elected office, this seems to be about a wash. 
But, since she brought it up, how important is experience in a presidential candidate? If experience were a matter of offices held, however briefly, then the best candidate currently running would be Bill Richardson, the governor of New Mexico and former so many different things that you can hardly believe this is the same person popping up again. But that is ticket-punching, not experience. 
With her "on-the-job training" jab, Clinton was clearly referring to work experience. But there is also life experience. Being First Lady is sort of half job and half life, but good experience in either case. 

She has to be careful about making a lot of this. Many people resent her for using her position as First Lady to take what they see as a shortcut to elected office. More profoundly, some people see her as having used her marriage as a shortcut to feminism. And the specter of dynasty hangs unattractively over her presidential ambitions. In an odd way, the deep unpopularity of George W. Bush has hurt Hillary Clinton, as people think: "Enough with relatives, already." 
But in fact, being the president's spouse has got to be very helpful for a future president. It's like an eight-year "Take Your Daughter to Work" Day. Laura Bush, as far as we know, has made no important policy decisions during her husband's presidency, but she has witnessed many, and must have a better understanding of how the presidency works than all but half a dozen people in the world. One of those half dozen is Hillary Clinton, who saw it all—well, she apparently missed one key moment—and shared in all the big decisions. Every first lady is promoted as her husband's key adviser, closest confidant, blah blah blah, but in the case of the Clintons, it seems to be true. Pillow talk is good experience. 
Obama also has valuable experience apart from elected office, and he also has to be careful about how he uses it. That is his experience as a black man in America, and also his experience as what you might call a "world man"—Kenyan father, American mother, four formative years living in Indonesia, more years in the ethnic stew of Hawaii, middle name of Hussein, and so on—in an increasingly globalized world. Our current president had barely been outside the country when elected. His efforts to make up for this through repeated proclamations of palship with every foreign leader who parades through Washington have been an embarrassment. Obama's interesting upbringing would serve us well if he were president, both in terms of the understanding he would bring to issues of America's role in the world (the term "foreign policy" sounds increasingly anachronistic), and in terms of how the world views America. Hillary Clinton mocks Obama's claims that four years growing up in Indonesia constitute useful world-affairs experience. But they do. 
On the Republican side, the candidate of life experience is John McCain. His five and a half years as a prisoner of war, and his heroic behavior during that time, don't necessarily make him an expert on world affairs, as he sometimes seems to imply. But they do give him a head start in moral authority, which the next president will need. 
As for experience of the more conventional sort, almost every presidential campaign features two basic arguments. Senators, or former senators, accuse governors, or former governors, of not having enough experience with foreign policy. And governors or former governors (or this year, possibly, a former mayor) accuse senators or former senators of never having run anything larger than a Senate office. 
The governors have the better case. Running even a small state government resembles being president more than holding hearings and issuing press releases or even passing the occasional resolution. And that's about all that a Senator can do, ever since Congress more or less ceded dictatorial power in foreign policy to the president. 
My candidate, at least at the moment, is Obama. When I hear him discussing some issue, I hear intelligence and reflection and almost a joy in thinking it through. (OK, OK, not all issues. He obviously gets no joy over driver's licenses for illegal immigrants.) That willingness, even eagerness, to figure things out seems to me more valuable than any amount of experience in allowing issues to wash over you as they do our incumbent president. 
Warren Buffett likes to say, when people tell him they've learned from experience, that the trick is to learn from other people's experience. George W. Bush will leave behind a rich compost heap of experience for his successor to sort through and learn from.


recycled
Amazon's Customer Service Number
And other useful shopping info.
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 7:43 AM ET 
Timothy Noah, tired of companies hiding from their customers—by creating Web sites that offered no contact information for consumers in distress, for example—took on a mission: "to compel Web-based retailers to take phone calls from the public." With the holiday shopping season upon us, and with consumers in need of these numbers more than ever, Slate presents his findings once again.

In 2003, after diligently probing Amazon.com's SEC filings to locate its corporate address, Noah tracked down the Web site's elusive customer service number. That January, still in the sleuthing spirit, he revealed Amazon's 30-day price guarantee, just in time for post-holiday markdowns: If you buy an item from Amazon and its price drops within a month, the company will refund you the difference. Last year, Noah triumphantly unearthed the even-more-elusive iTunes customer support number, and he details the six simple steps needed to get an actual human being on the phone.



Science
Proust Wasn't a Neuroscientist
How Jonah Lehrer's Proust Was a Neuroscientist overstates the case.
By Daniel Engber
Monday, November 26, 2007, at 2:04 PM ET 

Here's a pretty safe bet: At some point this week, somewhere in the world—a darkened auditorium, a classroom, or an academic conference—a biologist will quote Marcel Proust.

My career as a grad student in neuroscience was filled with these obligatory madeleine moments: It seemed like every talk, lecture, presentation, or paper on the biology of memory began with a dip into Swann's Way. An extended passage from the book appears in the brain researcher's standard reference manual, Principles of Neural Science, and Proustian inscriptions routinely make their way into peer-reviewed science journals (PDF) and book chapters. Even the most sublunary findings—a study of cultured mouse cells or the neuromuscular junction of a fly—might earn the literary flourish of a line or two, projected above an audience on a PowerPoint slide: "I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake. … "
How surprising, then, to discover that biologists have forgotten all about Proust. That's the leaky premise of science journalist Jonah Lehrer's new book, Proust Was a Neuroscientist. "As scientists dissect our remembrances into a list of molecules and brain regions," he writes, "they fail to realize they are channeling a reclusive French novelist." If only they knew!

And it's not just Proust whose work is being "channeled." According to Lehrer, the lab-coated philistines have spent 100 years rehashing the discoveries of modernist literature, painting, and music. "We now know that Proust was right about memory, Cezanne was uncannily accurate about the visual cortex, Stein anticipated Chomsky, and Woolf pierced the mystery of consciousness; modern neuroscience has confirmed these artistic intuitions."
These claims might serve as the sketchy points of reference for a more modest book—a lighthearted jaunt through neuroscience, perhaps, as seen through the eyes of some of our most beloved artists. (Remember The Bard on the Brain?) But Lehrer has no such project in mind. He means exactly what he says about art and science, and wants his rhetoric to be taken quite literally: Proust Was a Neuroscientist "is about writers and painters and composers who discovered truths about the human mind—real, tangible truths—that science is only now rediscovering." So where are these real, tangible truths? What, exactly, did these artists—Proust, Cezanne, Stein, and Woolf, among others—figure out about the human brain? 

The neurological breakthroughs attributed to turn-of-the-century artists range from the maddeningly vague to the absurdly specific. In Chapter 2, for example, Lehrer credits novelist George Eliot with rejecting hard-core scientific determinism and affirming free will. In her fiction, she discovered that the human mind is malleable, always changing. Neuroscientists only verified this idea many decades later, he says, with the discovery of "adult neurogenesis," or the birth of new neurons in a mature brain.
In fact, one has nothing to do with the other. It's true that until the 1990s, most neuroscientists didn't think the brain could generate new cells past childhood. But that doesn't mean they thought "the fate of the mind was sealed," as Lehrer puts it. Of course our brains can change: How else would we learn new skills or form new memories? The neurogenesis debate—more technical than philosophical—was more concerned with the question of how this change occurs, as opposed to whether it happens at all. Do new cells pop up out of nowhere or does our cortex merely reshuffle the connections among cells that are already there? It's hard to believe that George Eliot had any stake in that question.
Eliot was hardly the first to consider the question of free will. Nor was Auguste Escoffier the first chef to stumble upon umami, the fifth cardinal taste (alongside sour, salty, bitter, and sweet). In the next chapter, Lehrer congratulates the turn-of-the-century Frenchman for basing his cuisine on veal stock and emphasizing a flavor whose receptor wouldn't be identified in the lab until 2000. But it's never clear exactly how much credit Escoffier deserves for this innovation. After all, Lehrer admits that French cooks had been making umami-rich stock for centuries. Some 150 years earlier, famed gastronomist Brillat-Savarin described it as a "food which agrees with everyone" and "the basis of the French national diet." Or why not give the scoop to Kikunae Ikeda, the Japanese chemist who succeeded in isolating the umami compound from a seaweed broth in 1907?

But Lehrer would rather assign these great discoveries to household names. You have to wonder if Igor Stravinsky was really the first to identify "our ability to adapt to new kinds of music," for example. As Lehrer points out, Arnold Schoenberg broke with musical tradition earlier and more thoroughly. There's even reason to doubt the book's keystone example: Some of Proust's famous insights into the workings of memory seem to have originated with Paul Sollier—a neurologist who treated the novelist for six weeks in 1905.
Many of the breakthroughs attributed to the artists profiled in the book seem to have been prefigured—or even stated outright—by contemporary theorists like William James. Indeed, the architect of American psychology lurks in almost every chapter: In a discussion of Cezanne's discovery that the mind fabricates an image of the world from our sensory impressions, Lehrer quotes from James' Pragmatism, saying substantially the same thing; when he explains how Woolf discovered our splintered consciousness, it's James again, on the "mutations of the self"; a chapter on Gertrude Stein's discovery of the language instinct begins with her work in William James' laboratory at Harvard; and so on. (For a discussion of James' considerable influence on Proust, you'll have to look elsewhere [PDF].) Midway through the book, I started to wonder if a better title would have been James Was a Psychologist.

Lehrer doesn't dwell on this context. He portrays his chosen artists as smashing the idols of reductionism and determinism, as if these represented the whole of contemporary scientific thought. In fact, the dialectics of body and mind, nature and nurture, and mechanism and vitalism had animated vigorous debate for generations, and would continue to do so for generations to come.
In the end, it doesn't matter very much who first identified these qualities of human experience. Neuroscience has no need for originality: The grand project of the field is to explain the well-known phenomena of consciousness, to find the source of all those recorded truths about the human mind that have been hashed out and rehashed by artists for thousands of years. Proust turns up so often in neuroscience talks and papers not because he discovered something new about the mechanism of memory. The biologists quote him because he gave beautiful voice to the phenomenon itself. They use his words to remind us: This is our experience; this is what we're talking about. Now let's figure out how it works.

Update, Nov. 27, 2007: At the suggestion of one of our Fraysters, I'm compiling a list of the all-time worst literary allusions in the history of peer-reviewed science.

To get us started, drone offers up this gem: 

"Great writers, from Dante to Joyce, often weave various meanings into their writings."—Guigo et al. 2006. Unweaving the meanings of messenger RNA sequences. Molecular Cell 23: 150-151.

Post your suggestions in the Fray or e-mail them to me.



sports nut
What a Bunch of Losers
The case for canceling college football's national title game.
By Josh Levin
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 12:29 PM ET 

Last Saturday, my beloved LSU Tigers lost to Arkansas in triple overtime, blowing their shot at a national championship. At least, that's what I assumed. By the following afternoon, college-football pundits were saying that somehow the Tigers still had a chance: If likely title-game participants Missouri and West Virginia both lose this weekend (admittedly an unlikely scenario), LSU could squeak into the title game against Ohio State.

Even a Louisianan homer like me can recognize that LSU, now a two-time loser, doesn't deserve to play for any kind of championship. Then again, neither does Ohio State—the Buckeyes have no wins against top-tier competition and lost to a mediocre Illinois team at home. West Virginia doesn't have a great case, either—the Mountaineers blew it against middling South Florida and, like Ohio State, lack an impressive win. Missouri, which has the strongest résumé of any contender, still gave up 41 points in a loss to Oklahoma. A month before the BCS title game, we already know college football's national champion: nobody.

Since every team has proven itself undeserving of this year's title, there's only one truly fitting way to end the season, by calling off the BCS title game. Vacate the title as they do in boxing, give everyone a trophy as they do in youth soccer—but don't make anyone national champion. 

Engraving "N/A" onto a crystal football might look ridiculous. What's far sillier is the sports world's fixation on looking out for No. 1. Consider: The Pulitzer board often decides that no play, novel, or symphony is deserving of its yearly honors. The Nobel Prize also on occasion goes unawarded.

Pro and college sports insist on crowning a champion. But in some sports, in some years, the question of which team is best isn't worth answering. The college season just completed is a prime example. College football was more thrilling than ever this year precisely because no team ever separated itself from the pack. Each week, the nation's most storied programs succumbed to peons. Michigan lost to Appalachian State, USC lost to a team worse than Appalachian State, and Notre Dame lost to every team but Appalachian State. As the traditional powers fell, a group of exciting new contenders—South Florida, Boston College, Oregon, Kansas—found themselves on top. Then they all lost, too. 

The fluidity of this year's rankings has been unprecedented. Never before have so many teams gone in and out—and in again and out again—of title contention. Poor college-football columnists would print their bowl predictions on Friday, only to see them made ridiculous by Saturday's results. The teams at the top of this week's BCS standings, West Virginia and Missouri, got there by attrition rather than accomplishment—both had the good fortune to lose early in the season, before everyone else's losing binge began. If they survive this weekend and make the title game, it will be thanks to timing more than talent. Someone has to be in the chairs when the music stops.

The BCS was created in 1998 to bring some semblance of order to the college postseason. Every year, we discover a new scenario the system can't deal with. But the BCS isn't what's wrong with college football. The problem is trying to overlay any kind of rational framework onto an irrational sport. College football's design makes it nearly impossible to compare teams: Since schools in different conferences have few common opponents, the regular season hardly ever settles which team is best. In college football, an undefeated season has always been difficult but attainable—a useful proxy for greatness if not direct evidence of a team's immortality. When two and only two major-conference teams (sorry, Hawaii) survive the season without a loss, a championship game provides the perfect ending. In every other situation, a one-off title game is guaranteed to be an unsatisfying conclusion. As the BCS has shown, for every year in which there are two and only two great teams, there are several more in which there are four great teams, or three, or one. And then there's this year, where there happen to be none.

Remember that before the BCS, college football championships weren't won on the field. Teams were shunted off to bowl games based on conference affiliation or promises of huge payoffs. Once the bowls were over, media hacks would compare teams' résumés and take a wild guess as to whether 9-1-1 Alabama was better than 10-1 Michigan State. The team (or teams) that ended the year at the top of the AP and UPI polls was known as the "mythical national champion." A maddening system, maybe, but at least in the olden days people acknowledged that college football didn't lend itself to sensible conclusions. In a year like this one, it makes more sense to guess which team is best than to try to suss out an answer with a single game. After all, if Missouri loses to West Virginia, couldn't you argue that Kansas is the national champion? Sure, Kansas lost to Mizzou—but at least the Jayhawks didn't lose to South Florida.

My modest proposal for college football is to have a little flexibility. In an ideal world—one without pesky things like TV contracts—the sport would play it by ear. If Texas vs. USC is the only game anyone wants to see, make it happen. If there are four one-loss teams, throw them all into a playoff. And if there are five or seven or 10 teams that are roughly indistinguishable, don't bother with a playoff or a championship game. The regular season may do a terrible job at selecting the country's best team, but it functions rather well at determining who the best team isn't. This year, every team has done more than enough to eliminate itself from contention. So, let's play all the bowls, give everyone a smallish trophy, and tell them better luck next year. I'm looking forward to a potential game between Missouri and West Virginia. Just don't try convincing me that the winner is anything close to great.



sports nut
YouBet
The wonders and dangers of online sports wagering.
By T.D. Thornton
Wednesday, November 28, 2007, at 7:08 AM ET 

On Aug. 2, online sports gamblers wagered $7 million on a tennis match in Poland. Stunningly, the money favored 87th-ranked Martin Vassallo Argüello, even after the Argentine lost the first set. Suspicious that the fix was in, the Internet gambling site Betfair voided the bets and alerted the Association of Tennis Professionals. Those reservations seemed justified when top-seeded Nikolay Davydenko quit in the third set, citing an ailing toe. In the wake of that fishy match, multiple tennis players have admitted they've been asked to fix results. Along with exposing the seamy side of pro tennis, the scandal has also spotlighted the site that handled the action. Most Americans probably haven't heard of Betfair, but it's the biggest thing going in global gambling. 

Betfair, which opened for business in 2000, is best described as day trading for sports bettors. Using Web-based accounts, anonymous users can set their own odds or bid on odds offered by other players. Online "betting exchanges"—there are dozens, but Betfair is the kingpin, with a 90 percent market share—eliminate the role of odds-setting middlemen like local bookies and Las Vegas sports books. Instead of wagering on take-it-or-leave-it odds set by the house, gamblers are free to choose among many different price points, striking bets for as little as $1 up to hundreds of thousands.

Why would you use a site like Betfair to fix a sporting event? Let's say you have some valuable inside information. It would be foolish to place a massive bet with a bookie—overt, conspicuous wagers draw unnecessary attention and depress the return on your investment. Instead, you'd want to fleece other bettors directly, offering such generous odds on the opposite side of your "sure thing" that people will think they are taking advantage of you, not the other way around.

Like any money-driven marketplace, exchange betting is a game of sharks and minnows. Think of it as eBay for gamblers. Anyone can offer or bid on existing odds. The difference is that pros will take hundreds of thousands of dollars in action while a beginner will stipulate that all he can handle is five bucks. Sharks can set traps for minnows if they have superior expertise (or inside information), and the Davydenko match is an example of how such ploys can spiral out of hand: Almost certain that the superior player would lose, Russian gamblers in on the alleged fix flooded the exchange with bloated win odds on Davydenko. These "too good to be true" odds kept getting scooped up by unsuspecting novices thinking they were getting a bargain. At the same time, the syndicate likely laid as much money as it could on Davydenko to lose, chomping up whatever odds it could. When so much cash continued to slam through the exchange on such an unlikely outcome, Betfair raised the red flag. 

While betting exchanges can be a dicey proposition for the uninitiated, the odds are vanishingly small that an amateur gambler will get suckered into some sort of match-fixing scheme. On balance, Betfair offers a number of advantages over traditional sports betting. Compared with bookies and casinos, exchanges keep a much smaller cut of the action, a 1 percent to 3 percent "vig" that's far less than the standard 10 percent. (In the long run, the exchanges are banking on greater betting volume far outpacing the difference in price: Betfair handles 5 million transactions a day, processing more than 300 bets per second.) For bettors sick of picking against point spreads or money lines, the site also offers an eclectic menu of diverse wagers. On a recent Premier League soccer match between Derby and Chelsea, gamblers could choose between 26 different side bets, including such esoteric plays as total corner kicks. And the action isn't just limited to major sports. Anyone up for a wager on water polo in Greece? How about the high temperature in the United Kingdom next year, or the Miss World pageant? Currently, Miss Dominican Republic is favored at 6-1, while Miss Zambia and Miss Cambodia are rank outsiders at 900-1. But remember, this is exchange wagering—the price is always negotiable.

Exchanges are also unique in that you can lay odds on a team or individual to lose a sporting event. Naysayers believe that betting to lose is, well, unsporting, and that it is an open invitation for corruption and skullduggery. But this argument is idealistic whitewash. Just ask anyone involved in high finance, where betting to lose is an accepted, ethical strategy—on Wall Street, it's called short selling.

The most clever innovation, however, is in-game gambling. No longer must you stop placing bets once the game begins. In-game wagering lends itself best to slower-paced sports like golf. When the action is much faster, the limits of technology get pushed to ridiculous proportions, with frantic players punching in frenzied bets that have more to do with market timing than sports. This can lead to some pretty bizarre happenstances. In British steeplechase racing, a well-backed horse will often enter the homestretch far clear of his rivals, with one final fence to jump before the finish line. Certain of victory, some bold (greedy?) in-game bettors will offer 1-to-1,000 odds against the horse winning—that's right, they will give you $1,000 if the near-cinch loses, provided you pony up a buck if it wins. About once a season, calamity strikes and the leading horse falls at the last hurdle, creating an absurd windfall for a handful of high-risk bettors, thoughts of suicide for the unlucky "layers," and copious amounts of free publicity for the exchanges when the results get widely reported in the betting-friendly British press.

For those who live in America, it's only possible to experience the thrills of the online gambling exchange vicariously. Except for licensed bookmakers in Nevada, sports gambling is illegal in the United States. While exchanges that match buyers and sellers of odds are not explicitly illicit, the wide-ranging U.S. Wire Act of 1961 has regularly been interpreted to prohibit the transfer of bet-related information via the phone and the Internet. The fate of online exchanges was sealed for good, seemingly, when Congress passed the Unlawful Internet Gambling Enforcement Act last year, requiring banks and credit-card companies to block transactions with online gambling sites. As a result, most reputable exchanges now refuse accounts from U.S. residents. (Only one exchange has attempted to set up shop on American soil. Last July, Betcha.com was shut down within five weeks by the Washington State Gambling Commission.)

Betfair is no fly-by-night operation, and it continues to flourish in Europe. One major reason for its success is the company's willingness to share detailed records with professional sports organizations and the government if corruption is suspected. The exchange also operates an internal sleuthing squad to look for dubious patterns—when placing bets, customers are unidentified to one another, but their account information and IP addresses are known to Betfair. These practices exposed the tennis scandal, and Betfair also handed over evidence that led to the ongoing trial of a champion British jockey who allegedly held back horses at the behest of a betting syndicate. Here in America, where an estimated $200 billion in sports wagering takes place underground, such transparency is nonexistent. No black-market bookie, for instance, would ever alert the feds that he was seeing a suspect amount of action on games refereed by a particular NBA official.

If the United States loosened up its regulations, online exchanges would proliferate here. By creating a market-based framework for stateside sports betting, a chaotic gambling scene would, for once, have some order and credibility. Not to mention that the federal government would get a huge stream of taxable revenue currently controlled by organized crime. Just think of the bite we could take out of the national debt in a single weekend if we had legalized, online, in-game betting on NFL matchups.



television
Cheerleader Girlfriends and Sinus Infections
Two new shows about high-school sports.
By Troy Patterson
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 6:15 PM ET 

Maybe it's time to retire the practice of weaving radio broadcasts through shows about high-school sports teams and the small towns that pulse to their rhythms. Thus, last year, began the still-fantastic Friday Night Lights—a man on the airwaves giving you twangs of exposition about the Dillon Panthers. Thus, last Monday, began Nimrod Nation (Sundance, 9 p.m. ET), an eight-part nonfiction series about the boys' basketball team at Watersmeet Township School, a K-12 outfit in Michigan's Upper Peninsula. That's apparently in the northern part of the USA, so when the radio hosts aren't fretting manfully about whether the team will return to the state tournament, they say things like "at least we'll get above zero today, by the looks of things," and "it's 27 below zero," and "we'll get up to absolute zero this afternoon." And thus, on Thursday, Varsity Inc. (ESPN2, 11 p.m. ET) begins spiraling around the football team in West Monroe, La., where, with no drama to be milked from the daily weather report, we simply hear the talk-show hosts berating teenagers, stoking quarterback controversies, and forging the local consciousness. 

The radio device is obviously enticing to producers, what with the economical way it readies the viewer for the play-by-play voice-over of game day and creates a vision of a community joined by hanging on a natural narrator's every word. And yet it lacks hustle. Please cut it out.

According to going cultural prejudices, I ought to describe Nimrod Nation as a documentary and Varsity Inc. as a reality show. The former—directed by Brett Morgan, best known for The Kid Stays in the Picture, the memoir of the talented and overtanned Hollywood producer Robert Evans—makes a greater effort at telling a story about a community. Its herky-jerky narrative involves a teenage pregnancy, the despoiling of nature, and the erosion of Native American culture. Horribly, its music is Very Serious. Nimrod Nation has been defaced by its own score, strings and reeds that constantly drip and gloop and burble over with pathos no matter what's happening on-screen: tipoffs, buzzer-beaters, free-throw practice, whatever. 

Meanwhile, Varsity Inc. is all quick cuts and slow burns. It's rather like Friday Night Lights on steroids, which is to say that it's irritable, overly aggressive, and kind of oily. Early in the first of its six episodes, the coach tells the young men that there are no stars on his team. A little bit later, we meet the stars of this show: the quarterback with the cheerleader girlfriend and the sudden sinus infection. The second-string QB who may or may not be ready for the big time. The cocky fullback who's suddenly all thumbs. And then we have the coaches, who ceaselessly yell with the hoarse authority of drill sergeants, or so it would seem, if, half the time, they weren't yelling at the players for walking away from them while they were yelling.

Both of the shows come tantalizingly close to offering intimate glimpses of awkward relationships. Up in Watersmeet, the coach, George Peterson III, is also the school principal and one of his starters, George Peterson IV, is also a C student. Down in West Monroe, the two rival quarterbacks' fathers—one a white policeman, the other a black pastor—each ditch work to watch practice, trading good-natured jokes as they size up their sons. But both Nimrod Nation and Varsity Inc. are really geared to evoke nostalgia for the viewer's adolescence and for Normal Rockwell's America. They're cheerleading for the simple and clear-cut life of victory and defeat, home and away, and why not? Go, fight, win.



the chat room
Gassed Up
Environmental columnist Brendan I. Koerner takes readers' questions on greenhouse pollutants and other concerns.
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 5:09 PM ET 
Brendan Koerner: Hey y'all, I'm here. Happy to be chatting today—first time every trying one of these. Thanks to those who've already submitted some excellent questions. Let's get started. 

_______________________ 

Arlington, Va.: Thanks for taking my question. All of these suggestions you may seem helpful, but only at the margins. I think the suggestions are more useful at making people feel less guilty about their impact on the Earth than they are at actually solving the problem of global warming. Isn't it true that all of these small measures we take won't really do anything until meaningful national and international agreements takes place? It feels like I'm bailing out a ship with a teaspoon, while most of the other passengers are filling it up with buckets. 

Brendan Koerner: Vital, vital question. To some extent, you're absolutely correct—even if everyone in the U.S. suddenly started bringing canvas bags to the supermarket, it wouldn't help a ton. The energy hunger of China, India, etc. is just too great. On the other hand, we have to start somewhere, and changing habits is Step One. But I'm also trying to tackle some macro issues in the column, as well as pointing out (when called for) what steps really do amount to just feel-goodery. Sure, there's a chance all of our good intention may come to naught. But abject pessimism at this point seems a wee bit uncalled for. 

_______________________ 

Washington: I am trying to use less plastic, saying no to bags at CVS and grocery stores. I was wondering if any of those pay-by-the-pound places will allow people to bring in their own containers, or it that against health regulations? I am tired of feeling guilty about buying lunch. 

Brendan Koerner: Good question. Have you tried asking one of the deli proprietors? I've found that such measures typically don't occur to store owners—my wife recently brought a canvas bag to the dollar store, and they looked at her like she was nuts. But they filled up her bag regardless. In any event, nice to hear yet another example of growing awareness—even if, as our previous questioner pointed out, it may just amount to a teaspoon's worth of goodness. 

_______________________ 

Phoenix: What are the pollution consequences of trash-to-steam projects, especially to people living near such projects? 

Brendan Koerner: I'll confess that I don't know a ton about trash-to-stream technology. I have read, however, that one of the problems is how effectively folks can separate out their most hazardous waste. For example, what if people toss in lots of batteries that contain cadmium and other potentially harmful chemicals? Even when city's offer high-tech recycling, too few consumers take advantage. Aside from that, though, I don't feel well-informed enough to comment. But I'll add the trash-to-stream question to the ideas queue for my column. Many thanks for the question. 

_______________________ 

Boonies, N.Y.: Online shopping must rank up there with the un-greenest of vices, right? Unfortunately it's my reality, living in the boonies of New York State and being hours away from anything worth buying. 

Brendan Koerner: Not necessarily, and I actually have an online shopping column in the works. Presuming your neighbors also receive goods via UPS or FedEx, it would actually seem more efficient to shop this way—just one vehicle making the rounds, instead of many vehicles hauling out to the distant mall. One point I want to examine also is land use—are warehouses more efficient users of land than retail stores? Keep an eye peeled on my column—I should have some interesting life-cycle data to share in the not-too-distant future. 

_______________________ 

FordTruck5Speed (The Fray): Now that we know that methane is going to kill us all, when will Congress outlaw the bean burrito? 

Brendan Koerner: If Congress outlaws the bean burrito, I'm moving to Canada. 

_______________________ 

janeslogin (The Fray): Among the old theories from my college days a half century ago: When the carbon dioxide gets high enough, there might be an algae bloom at the surface of the oceans sucking the atmospheric carbon dioxide back down, perhaps even causing global cooling. Also, we have no clue as to how much geothermal carbon dioxide is leaking from volcanoes and the like. I have no thoughts about either, but I never have heard the discussion of the demise of these theories. 

Brendan Koerner: There's certainly been some recent discussion about abetting the growth of sea algae in order to create massive carbon sinks. But we have to be careful about such steps, since we don't really have great data on what makes the best CO2 sink at present. For example, I've read reports contending that a lot of tree planting doesn't really help our carbon situation, since those trees are too far from the Equator. We also need to give thought to what types of trees can do the best job of sucking CO2 from the atmosphere—not all trees are created equal in that regard. 

As for volcanos, you know, I get about two e-mails on that topic per week. At first I dismissed them, but now I'm wondering where the meme started, and how much truth there is to it. Another future column topic... 

_______________________ 

Knoxville, Tenn.: If excess carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels is the cause of global warming, then why are we still recycling paper? Shouldn't we be placing it in landfills to put the excess CO2 from the fossil fuels back in the earth? Also: The global economy is based on continued economic growth and expanding populations, and is fueled by petroleum. What are the implications of this on the global environment, and is the global economy doomed to fail in the near future as petroleum production declines, leaving a population demanding even more from environment than ever before? 

Brendan Koerner: Two great questions. On the first, while what you say makes sense, there does seem to be a viable market for recycled paper goods. When it comes to recycling, it's really up to the private sector to decide what they want and what they don't. Here in NYC, for example, the city doesn't recycle plastic takeout containers because there's simply no market for it. But perhaps that will change as technology improves. 

On your second question, there's no doubt that the world economy will have to make a radical adjustment in the coming decades. Perhaps oil prices will temporarily retreat from their current levels, but I think it's pretty clear we're facing a long-term upwards trend. The easy answer to your concerns is, "Well, let's start shifting over to alternative fuels now." But that's tough—we've built so much infrastructure to support an oil-dependent economy. That doesn't mean, however, that we should just give up. The time to start planning for a post-oil future is now; otherwise, the economic shocks you fear will be much more severe down the line. 

_______________________ 

Anse (The Fray): I say it's "stupid" but I'm pretty sure most of us would like to know ... how do you measure atmospheric conditions in arctic ice? Is it simply precipitation in the arctic and the general water cycle that gets these compounds from our factories and cars to the arctic? Perhaps this would be a good Explainer column in the future. 

Brendan Koerner: Thanks for the great question, Anse. I actually touched on this topic in this week's column. Scientists measure atmospheric conditions by analyzing air bubble trapped within the ice. This is how they've been able to calculate the increase in global CO2 and methane levels since 1750—they just bore down way deep down into the ice, where air bubble have been trapped since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. Then they compare the contents of those bubbles to ones close to the top. 

Believe it or not, I actually visited one of those research sites several years back, out on the Greenland ice. The scientists who man those camps are some of environmentalism's unsung heroes—I, for one, don't have what it takes to spend six months on the ice. 

_______________________ 

Alexandria, Va.: I feel that even though small actions on everyone's part to live a greener life may not make an immediate visible change, it's more about the habit to live greener that is being developed. When I read articles about the environment, they often are belittling to those trying to make a difference, and I would like to point out that young children getting in the habit of living greener now will be the ones in the decision-making role in the future, and that these small actions really are huge. 

Brendan Koerner: Agreed, and especially relevant to my own situation since I have my first kid en route. I think it's pretty obvious that the environmental situation is bound to get worse before it gets better—we're just barreling ahead so quickly, for better and for worse. But to bury our heads in the sand simply because results are hard to come by doesn't make sense. I'd like to think our species is in the game for the long haul, which means looking down the road instead of always focusing on the present. It's a tough thing for us to do, given that each human being has such a short time here. But it's critical. 

_______________________ 

Fredericksburg, Va.: I love your idea on going through landfills for recyclables. You're going to have to bear with me here or you will think this is idiotic: I read how skyline drive was constructed—a govenrment program for people who needed help in the depression, who went and worked and got paid and did great things. Why not have those on welfare now participate in this program? 

Brendan Koerner: Believe it or not, I actually got several e-mails proposing exactly this plan after that column came out. (One correspondent also recommended assigning this work to prison inmates on furlough.) A couple of problems, though. First, it's not a lack of manpower that makes landfill mining a lackluster business; it's the fact that the recovered materials are often of poor quality, and that it's difficult to locate and separate them in the first place. Also, keep in mind that companies who've attempted this are private enterprises. So while they're free to hire Welfare recipients if they'd like, it would be tough to force them to. 

_______________________ 

New York: What about batteries? 

Brendan Koerner: Excellent question. Some cities/counties have established voluntary battery recycling programs, but as I understand it they're not great revenue generators, i.e. there isn't a big post-use market for the materials. I think we've all heard the stories of mountains of used batteries languishing the Chinese hinterlands, and tragically poisoning local water supplies. I think there's a good opportunity here for a public-private partnership to hammer out a way of making battery recycling both a) easier for consumers (i.e. some kind of home pick-up option) and b) profitable for investors. 

_______________________ 

feline74 (The Fray): What if you "mined" a landfill by putting the contents in a good compost heap, with linings to catch toxic chemicals and vents to catch methane? Once methane production subsides, use the remaining sludge (stripped of many of the toxic chemicals via runoff) as fertilizer for plants to make paper. 

Brendan Koerner: Interesting idea. The methane capture industry is always looking for ways to improve its bottom line, and something like this could increase their revenue streams. As I understand methane capture technology at present, however, it's more based on oil-well tech than anything else. So the solution you propose would be a pretty radical departure. 

_______________________ 

ASlyJD (The Fray): I'm no expert here, but could there be a way to process the garbage into small pieces? Then one could use centrifuges and the like to separate the valuable plastics, glasses, metals while allowing oxygen and bacteria to decompose the organic and paper materials much faster. 

Brendan Koerner: There actually is some interesting movement toward one-stream recycling—that is, no longer asking consumers to separate glass/metal from paper/cardboard, but rather having everything in one bin and then using optical sensors to sort at the end. Could we someday see no-sort recycling at the consumer level? It's going to be a challenge, because at present organic matter (esp. food) taints paper/cardboard beyond use. (This is a big reason why landfill mining isn't economically viable.) But I'm an optimist when it comes to mankind's penchant for technological innovation. 

_______________________ 

New York: Hi Brendan. Energy is the most critical issue facing civilization, yet none of the presidential candidates have any profound knowledge or insight on the subject—only very generic answers: "clean coal" and "more ethanol." They tout caps on car emissions, but fail to understand the net-energy concept as a whole. How can we get them to stop with the meaningless rhetoric and answer some in-depth questions? 

Brendan Koerner: I think a big part of the problem is that environmentalism is such a new political issue, so it's not a priority when it comes to hiring top-level campaign advisers. But I also think it's because the candidates are underestimating the sophistication of voters when it comes to energy issues. Week in, week out, I'm blown away by the depth and complexity of the energy-related questions I get from readers—people really seem to understand, for example, ethanol's shortcomings, and the pros and cons of flex-fuel vehicles. How can we get them to acknowledge that we deserve more complex answers and proposals? Hmmmm...anyone want to volunteer to ask a really good YouTube question for the next debate? 

(Also, keep in mind that the current administration has been, uh, somewhat secretive about its energy policy.) 

_______________________ 

Richmond, Va.: Out of curiosity, what kind of car do you drive daily? And do you have an energy-efficient home? 

Brendan Koerner: Thanks for the question. I actually live in NYC, so don't currently own a car—I roll the train. I also live in a typically small apartment with steam heat and only one air conditioner. On the other hand, I'll confess that I made too few efforts to be "green" in my daily life—shortcomings that I've tried to be honest about in the column (e.g. confessing that I personally haven't been using canvas bags). I'm the farthest thing from an environmental angel—just another concerned bloke trying to make heads to tails of an avalanche of information. 

_______________________ 

I read how skyline drive was constructed—a govenrment program for people who needed help in the depression, who went and worked and got paid and did great things. but the current administration and Rush Limbaugh never would allow it, and would call that socialism. 

Brendan Koerner: Er, yeah, can't see any WPA-style proposals going too far nowadays. 

_______________________ 

Waterloo, Iowa: How much recycling does The Washington Post do of office products, and how much of the paper is printed on recycled material? Do you recycle all the papers that are not sold, or leave them at newsstands for the couriers to dispose of? 

washingtonpost.com: I can only speak for washingtonpost.com, but we have extensive in-house newsprint, office paper and aluminum can recycling programs. Most newspapers operate efficient printing presses nowadays as well—soy-based inks, recycling water, silver from negatives, etc. Here's some bare-bones information from The Post's corporate Web site. 

Brendan Koerner: Since Slate's all online, we're more paper-free than their "dead-tree" comrades at the Post. Personally, I don't print anything out—haven't had an in-house printer at my home office for years. Actually made the move to cut down on clutter more than waste; it was weird at first, but now I can't imagine spending money on ink cartridges ever again. 

_______________________ 

Freising, Germany: Regarding methane and CO2, in absolute terms, how much does each contribute to global warming in percent? Also, if the permafrost in Canada, Alaska and Siberia melts and sets free methane, does that ensure the end of the arctic ice caps and glaciers? 

Brendan Koerner: You ask a very complex question re: absolutism about CO2 vs. CH4 contributions to global warming. I tried to get a straight answer on this while reporting the methane column, but got lots of hemming and hawing from some fine scientific minds. So I don't think there's a definitive answer beyond what I offered in the column; I will say, however, that CO2 is far more worrying because of its longer atmospheric lifetime combined with the sheer amount of the stuff being pumped into the air by virtue of fossil-fuel combustion. 

I share your concerns regarding the release of methane from melting permafrost. It's a nasty feedback loop, and it will doubtless contribute to the decline of the Arctic. Yet another reason not to delay in tackling our current—and woresening—environmental woes. 

_______________________ 

Brendan Koerner: Thanks a million to everyone who sat in and asked great questions. Hope to catch y'all again soon. Be sure to check out "The Green Lantern" on Slate every Tuesday, and pay a visit to my website: www.youthrobber.com. Have a good one...



the dismal science
It Takes a Village 
… to fail to thank its female leader, no matter how good she is.
By Ray Fisman
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 4:10 PM ET 

The possibility that America will elect its first woman president next November has triggered the inevitable onslaught of one-liners, and also a more serious discussion about how America might change with a woman in the Oval Office. As luck would have it, there's new data out there about the shifts that take place when women run the world. Or at least a bunch of Indian villages.

Rural Indians are learning firsthand what it's like to live under female leadership as a result of a 1991 law that restricted one-third of village council elections to female candidates. The villagers' experiences are analyzed by economists Esther Duflo and Petia Topalova in a recent unpublished study. Using opinion surveys and data on local "public goods"—like schools, roads, and water pumps—Duflo and Topalova find that the villages headed by women invested in more services that benefited the entire community than did those with gender-neutral elections, nearly all of which were won by men. But as the opinion polls showed, for all their effectiveness, the women's governance was literally a thankless effort, with the new leaders getting lower approval ratings than their male counterparts.

Why study the experiences of Indian villagers to understand the costs and benefits of female leadership? Countries that come closest to gender parity in government, like Sweden and Finland, are economically advanced democracies with universal health care, child care, and generous maternity and paternity leave policies. Contrast this with the list of nations with zero women in national legislatures—Kyrgyzstan and Saudi Arabia, for example—and the pattern becomes clear: Women in government are associated with lots of good things (PDF). But the obvious problem with this sort of exercise is that Scandinavians are different from Saudis in lots of ways. Their progressive attitudes—not to mention all that free child care—may be what allows women to get elected, not the other way around.

To avoid this type of Swede-to-Saudi comparison, social scientists are always on the lookout for "natural experiments" in which we can look at before-after changes within a community rather than making comparisons across very different societies. In this sense, India's decision to put women in charge was an economist's manna from heaven, and the reason that Duflo and Topalova went there for insight on the effects of female leadership. In 1991, almost none of India's village councils were headed by women; the 1991 constitutional amendment passed to redress this imbalance mandated the election of women as pradhans, or council heads, in a third of villages that were chosen entirely at random. This means the villages reserved for female candidates were no different from other villages before the women-only elections. 

By 2000, many village councils had been led by women for several years. This was also the year of a countrywide "Millennial Survey" (PDF), which collected information on drinking water, schools, public-health facilities, public transit, and other government services. The surveyors recorded the quantity of these services in each community, and also the quality (measured, for example, by drainage and leaks in water services, and the quality of playground and blackboard facilities in schools). They also ran opinion surveys of community members to poll their satisfaction with the services they received.

First, the encouraging news from India's social experiment with female leadership. Duflo and Topalova found that communities with women as pradhans had larger quantities of key public services overall. Nor was quality sacrificed for quantity—facilities in the women-led villages were of at least as high quality on average as in the communities with traditional male leadership. The greatest improvement was in drinking water, the public amenity found to be most valued by women in earlier research (PDF)—with 30 percent more taps and hand pumps in the women-pradhan villages. So while the female pradhans were working for the general good, they were working particularly hard to provide the services valued by their fellow women. They were also less corrupt—villagers with female-headed councils were 25 percent less likely to report having to pay bribes to access basic services like getting ration cards or receiving medical attention.

Now, the bad news. India's female pradhans were remarkably unappreciated for their efforts. Despite the objective upgrades in village amenities, both men and women living in villages headed by women expressed lower satisfaction with public services. This was true even for water—the level of dissatisfaction was 13 percent higher in women-led communities. In fact, there was even greater dissatisfaction about health facilities, a public service not even controlled by the local village council!

Why this disconnect between the performance and recognition of female leaders? Duflo and Topalova are engaged in further research to try to figure this out. They may wish to consult with Heidi Roizen, a hard-charging Silicon Valley venture capitalist and the subject of a Harvard Business School case study on business networking. How was Ms. Roizen perceived by students who read of her assertive style in the case? It depends whether she was presented as a man or as a woman. In an experiment on gender perceptions, psychologists Cameron Anderson and Francis Flynn gave one group of MBA students the original Heidi Roizen case for later in-class discussion, while the other half received a copy that was identical in every way, except that "Heidi" became "Howard."

In a study currently under review, Anderson and Flynn report that while both Howard and Heidi were rated as equally competent (they were the same person, after all), students described the female version of the character as overly aggressive, and were much less likely to want to work with or hire her. So the decisive, assertive traits that are often valued in leaders are received very differently when observed in women than when seen in men. Howard was a go-getter. Heidi was unlikably power-hungry.

In repeated polls, potential voters similarly find Hillary Clinton extremely competent yet not particularly likable. On Slate's "XX Factor," there's been lots of back and forth (scroll down and start with the entry "Bitches and Polls") about how these marks relate to Clinton's gender. If the experiences of India's female pradhans are any indication, even if Americans are better off after another Clinton administration, they won't line up to thank Hillary. And she may still find herself looking for a new job in 2012. When the women pradhans that came to power under the 1991 law had to compete with male candidates after their first terms in office, almost none were voted in for a second term. But there is some preliminary evidence (PDF) that the success of India's first wave of female pradhans is starting to change attitudes, perhaps bringing India one step closer to gender-neutral village politics. If Hillary wins the 2008 election but turns out to be a one-term president, she too could be consoled, perhaps, by the possibility that she's making a first landing for gender-neutral presidential politics so the women who come after her won't have to.



the green lantern
The Other Greenhouse Gases
Is methane really worse for the environment than carbon dioxide?
By Brendan I. Koerner
Tuesday, November 27, 2007, at 7:43 AM ET 

You're always going on and on about carbon dioxide emissions and their role in cooking the planet. But CO2 isn't the only greenhouse gas worth worrying about, right? I've heard methane is a lot more toxic to the environment than carbon dioxide.
CO2 certainly gets most of the doomsday ink, and for good reason. In terms of sheer weight, it accounts for around 85 percent of America's greenhouse gas emissions, which amounted to 7.074 billion metric tons in 2004; methane accounts for just 8 percent of that frightening total. On top of that, carbon dioxide is often spotlighted because it's so closely linked to the appalling fossil-fuel dependence decried by treehuggers and politicians alike: Ninety-four percent of the nation's anthropogenic CO2 emissions are due to fossil-fuel combustion. The No. 1 source of our nation's anthropogenic methane emissions, by contrast, is the decomposition of garbage in landfills—a situation you can't help ameliorate by buying a Prius or installing solar panels on your roof.

Yet methane deserves more attention than it's received so far because, as you note, it's arguably more deleterious to the environment than the widely feared CO2. The Environmental Protection Agency uses a statistic called Global Warming Potential (GWP) to assess the threat posed by various greenhouse gases. GWP measures how much heat one molecule of a gas will trap relative to a molecule of carbon dioxide. Methane has a GWP of 21, which means it's 21 times more effective at preventing infrared radiation from escaping the planet. So, although methane emissions may be relatively piddling, they're definitely a cause for concern. (Their one saving grace is an atmospheric lifetime of just 12 years, versus between 50 and 200 years for carbon dioxide.)

As with many of its fellow greenhouse gases, methane has become far more prevalent in the Earth's atmosphere since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. By analyzing the chemical composition of air bubbles trapped in ice sheets, scientists have estimated that the atmospheric concentration of methane has increased by 150 percent since the mid-1700s; over that same time period, the atmospheric concentration of carbon dioxide has risen by "just" 35 percent. About 60 percent of global methane emissions stem from human activity—aside from landfills, the chief anthropogenic culprits are natural gas production and use, coal mines, and "enteric fermentation" (the polite term for the burps of livestock).

The one sliver of good news is that methane emissions seem to be leveling off. According to Environment Canada, atmospheric methane concentrations should permanently stabilize if we cut our current methane output by a seemingly manageable 8 percent. As a consumer, you can help a minuscule amount by reducing the amount of waste you send to landfills. But the most promising solutions aren't on the end-user level. The Lantern mentioned one such remedy a few weeks back: capturing methane from landfills and then using it to generate electricity or to supply gas-hungry industrial operations. In the agricultural realm, those cow burps can be made less methane-rich by fiddling with the animals' diets; Australian scientists contend, for example, that adding cottonseed oil to livestock feed can reduce each cow's methane emissions by up to 30 percent. (The typical cow belches forth about a third of a pound of methane per day.)

But some environmentalists worry that such ingenious technological solutions will come to naught, given the consequences of rising temperatures on the world's cold spots. There's lots of methane stored in the permafrost that covers much of northern Canada and Siberia, and that gas would be released should appreciable melting occur.

If we somehow manage to lick our methane problem—or at least keep it in check—perhaps we can then move on to the third most prevalent greenhouse gas: nitrous oxide, commonly known as laughing gas (or, to sybarites, hippie crack). Nitrous oxide currently accounts for 5.5 percent of America's greenhouse gas emissions; only about 40 percent of those emissions are anthropogenic, with agricultural fertilizers being the main source. The gas's GWP is 310 and it has an atmospheric lifetime of 120 years—10 times longer than that of methane.

But nitrous oxide's GWP is dwarfed by that of sulfur hexafluoride. Chiefly used for a range of esoteric applications—such as preventing molten magnesium from oxidizing and for etching semiconductor wafers—SF6 has a GWP of 23,900, making it the most brutally effective greenhouse gas known to man. And sulfur hexafluoride's atmospheric lifetime? A depressing 3,200 years.

Is there an environmental quandary that's been keeping you up at night? Send it to ask.the.lantern@gmail.com and check this space every Tuesday.


the has-been
Gold Rush
It's not much of a party when Lott leaves and Craig won't go.
By Bruce Reed
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 12:29 PM ET 
Thursday, Nov. 29, 2007
Outta There: As any conservative will tell you, people vote with their feet. Just ask Larry Craig. But that's bad news for a Republican Party whose leaders are looking at the GOP's future and deciding to walk away. 

The sudden, simultaneous departure of both former Speaker Dennis Hastert and Senate Minority Whip Trent Lott has been treated as a coincidence, not a trend. But congressional resignations tend to be an even more accurate forecast than Intrade. If you're checking the parties' vital signs, consider this: The GOP lost the two longest-serving congressional leaders in Republican history—in the same week.

Hastert served as speaker for eight years. The Republican whose record he broke, Joseph Cannon, has a House office building named after him (as does Nicholas Longworth, a Republican speaker for six years). While Hastert signaled his departure in the last Congress—in part to keep the caucus from sacking him as speaker—he left more quickly than expected.

Lott was in an even bigger rush, and his exit may be more revealing. Since the two parties officially began naming Senate floor leaders back in the 1920s, Lott's nearly six years as majority leader were the longest of any Republican. If not for his suicidal remarks at Strom Thurmond's birthday party, Lott might have passed lions like LBJ, Robert Byrd, George Mitchell, and Alben Barkley to become the second-longest serving majority leader in history, behind Mike Mansfield.

Lott, 66, and Hastert, 65, are at the age when anyone in a normal line of work might retire. But by Washington standards, they're practically middle-aged, still young enough to run for president, stand many more times for re-election, or serve a couple decades on the Supreme Court.

Hastert was already planning to leave before he helped hand Democrats back the House. But Lott had five years left in his Senate term, and last year made a stunning comeback by a single vote to become minority whip, the No. 2 Republican leader.

So, why the rush? While Timothy Noah suggests scandal, it looks to me more like another example of Kinsley's Law that the real scandal is what's legal.

Lott has been around long enough to know to get out when the going is good. And for retiring members of Congress these days, time is money. In the decade since Lott took over the Senate and Hastert began his ascent up the leadership ladder, the lobbying business in Washington has exploded, and so have the ranks of former Cabinet officials, members of Congress, and staff willing to cash in on it. The Center for Public Integrity estimates that nearly half the members who've left since 1998 have become lobbyists, and the number of former congressmen and agency heads turned lobbyists has doubled in the past decade.

As Jeff Birnbaum and Jonathan Weisman of the Washington Post report today, if Lott becomes a lobbyist, he will become the first senator in history to leave midway through his term to lobby. Lott, Hastert, and others on the Hill have an extra incentive to get out now. In January, a new revolving-door provision takes effect that will double the waiting period between leaving Congress and lobbying from one year to two. Resigning now frees them to start buttonholing their former colleagues by next Thanksgiving.

Most observers have long pooh-poohed the so-called cooling-off period, because while they're waiting to lobby their old colleagues, former members can still be paid handsomely to attract clients and offer their inside expertise. Former Oklahoma Sen. Don Nickles, who left in 2004 to start his own lobbying firm, told the Hill that the two-year ban "wouldn't make much of a difference" to blue-chip former members. Lott himself concedes that he has talked to other members turned lobbyists, who told him "what you do anyways is called 'consulting,' not direct lobbying."

But Lott's hasty departure (and a flurry of Hill staff resignations that are predicted by year end) suggests that the cooling-off period has a far greater impact on congressional behavior than members and former members admit. The Hill analyzed the lobbying activities of a dozen ex-senators and found that the average billings of the accounts they worked on jumped from $1 million in their first year—when they couldn't lobby directly—to $1.8 million in their second year, when the ban no longer applied. Former Nevada Sen. Richard Bryan told the paper that the two-year ban might not affect a retiring member's marketability, but would affect his or her compensation.
If Congress were serious about closing the revolving door, it would enact a much longer cooling-off period—five years or more—for former members of Congress, senior administration officials, and senior staff. Many would still go onto become lobbyists, but it would no longer be the default profession and de facto college and retirement plan.
As Jeanne Cummings of Politico points out, Lott's resignation is 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.politico.com/news/stories/1107/7051.html" \t "_blank" 
a case study in the current state of political career planning
. Not only is Lott leaving to lobby, but the heir apparent to his Senate seat—Mississippi Rep. Chip Pickering—may pass up the chance because he had already announced his own plans to step down and explore the private sector. Lott's replacement is up to Haley Barbour, who made what by today's standards is the comparatively noble sacrifice of giving up a lucrative lobbying practice to become governor of Mississippi.

Staff take the fall for everything in Washington, but ironically, the lobbying gold rush is one place where staff are a big part of the problem. In recent years, many congressional leaders have watched with envy as staffers young enough to be their children have quadrupled their salaries by heading to K Street. In a Washington Post retrospective on Lott, a widely respected former aide reminisced that when Lott and Nickles negotiated with wealthy Clintonites Bob Rubin and Erskine Bowles, they felt like "two Republicans who didn't have two nickels to rub together." Yet to some degree, members now have a twinge of that same feeling when they're lobbied by former staff. Presumably, when Lott becomes a lobbyist (like Nickles, and the Lott aide who told the story), coin will no longer be a problem.

Many members go into lobbying by default, as the most lucrative if not most interesting option available. But Trent Lott was born for the job and oddly enough, might enjoy it even if it didn't pay so well. Like his old friend, former Senate colleague, and potential business partner John Breaux, he's a consummate deal maker. And as he proved in his narrow comeback victory in the race for whip, he's the best vote counter in his party.

Throughout the four decades since he came to Washington, Trent Lott has been a symbol of what has become of it. In his fascinating new book The Second Civil War: How Extreme Partisanship Has Paralyzed Washington and Polarized America, Ron Brownstein singles out Lott—who was raised a Democrat but became (along with Thad Cochran) the first Republican congressman re-elected from Mississippi since Reconstruction—as a harbinger of what he calls "the great sorting out" that led conservative Southern Democrats to the GOP and moderate Northern Republicans to become Democrats.

Once in Congress, Lott led another trend, as part of a generation of young Turks who cut their conservative teeth in the House and brought the same ideological edge to the once-genteel and bipartisan Senate. Now, assuming he becomes a successful lobbyist, Lott will epitomize Washington's latest transformation into a city where at least one of the streets is paved in gold.

In the long run, it would be in both parties' best interests to stop the gold rush. But Republicans in particular should have an urgent motive to close the revolving door. If they have too many more weeks like this past one, Larry Craig might be the last one left to turn out the lights. ... 12:28 P.M. (link)

Tuesday, Nov. 20, 2007 

From the Rafters: The Republican campaign to try to make Bush the next Truman fell flat again today, as the White House's handpicked entry "Truman & Sixty" finished dead last in the annual Thanksgiving turkey naming contest. The electorate's message to Bush was clear: We know the difference between a president and a turkey, and you're no Harry Truman. 

Against the weakest field of names in memory, "Truman & Sixty" came in a distant sixth, with a mere 6%. No former president had ever finished in single digits before. The 5th-place entry, "Gobbler & Rafter," received twice as many votes, even though exit polls would have been hard-pressed to find many voters who know that "rafter" is the name for a flock of turkeys.

The winning entry, "May & Flower," finished with 24%, edging out "Wish & Bone" at 23% and "Wing & Prayer" at 20%. No doubt buoyed by last-minute votes from Slate readers, "Jake & Tom" beat expectations by surging to 15% -- surpassing past buddy pairings like "Lewis & Clark," "Washington & Lincoln," and "Adams & Jefferson."

Despite the pounding "Truman & Sixty" took at the polls, Bush tried to force the analogy again at the Rose Garden ceremony Tuesday morning. He paraphrased Truman in his opening joke, telling the pardoned turkeys, "You cannot take the heat -- and you're definitely going to stay out of the kitchen."

While that line barely produced a twitter, May & Flower stole the show a few moments later. Upstaging the president at his own event, the turkeys interrupted Bush's speech three times. For years, White House stenographers have allowed themselves just two parenthetical insertions into the official transcripts of presidential speeches: "(Applause.)" and "(Laughter.)". May & Flower weren't doing either. So in what may be a first, that section of Tuesday's official White House transcript reads, "(Turkeys gobbling.)"

After heckling the president during his speech, May was remarkably deferential in the photo op. While most turkeys spread their feathers and preen for the cameras, May immediately sat down. Viewers were left to wonder: Who is that strange duck, and what's he doing in the White House? ... 2:49 P.M. (link)

Monday, Nov. 19, 2007 

Wing & Prayer: Tomorrow, for the next to the last time, President Bush will go to the Rose Garden for the annual Thanksgiving turkey pardon. Bush rushed through the 2001 ceremony in just four minutes. This year, like last, he is more likely to linger, savoring each remaining drop of relevancy and proud to be trusted with at least one exercise of executive power.

It's not fair to suggest that over time, pets begin to resemble their masters. But Bush does have more in common with the turkeys than ever. As Peter Baker points out in today's Washington Post, Bush told one biographer, "Now I'm an October-November man." Unfortunately for Bush, time has passed him by. Both parties are in such a hurry to choose his successor that they're jumped to the same conclusion as American retailers: it's December already.

Republicans and Democrats aren't the only ones ready to turn the page on the Bush White House. So, it seems, is the Bush White House.

Like Bush, the previous two second-term presidents faced a hostile Congress in their last two years in office. But unlike Bush, both Reagan and Clinton used their sway with the American people to bring Congress to the table, and welcomed the chance to find common ground. Reagan worked with Democrats – including an up-and-coming governor named Clinton – to pass the Family Support Act of 1988. Clinton persuaded reluctant Republicans to fund his domestic agenda, from reducing class size to opening new markets in poor and rural areas.

By contrast, Bush seems to have given up on working with the Congress or winning back the American people – or perhaps taken note that they have long since given up on him. Even loyalist Karl Rove, in his debut column for Newsweek, doesn't mention Bush by name, advising GOP candidates on how to overcome "the low approval rates of the Republican president." The only audience Bush has left is history, which may not have much use for him, either.

The White House is so intent on the history books that appropriately enough, tomorrow Bush may even pin hopes for his legacy on a turkey. Usually, entries in the annual contest to name two turkeys come from Thanksgiving history and tradition, like this year's "May & Flower." But an unlikely 2007 entry stands out as Bush's own sentimental favorite: "Truman & Sixty."

The professed reason for "Truman & Sixty" is that Harry Truman granted the first turkey pardon 60 years ago. But for this White House, those two words are more about Bush: "Truman" (an unpopular president rescued by historians half a century later) and "Sixty" (Bush's best-case disapproval rating, as well as his age when he lost Congress). That's the only way to explain an entry that could draw the lowest vote total since "Harvest & Bounty" and "Plymouth & Mayflower" got 3% each in 2003. (This year, the smart money is on "Wing & Prayer.")

The Bush White House put one other curious entry on this year's ballot: "Jake & Tom," which sounds a lot more modern than such past same-sex pairings as "Washington & Lincoln" or "Lewis & Clark." At first glance, this seemed like an historic breakthrough for a president whose response to Brokeback Mountain was, "I'd be glad to talk about ranching." Back in the day, the conservative base might have lit up the White House switchboard, demanding to know what this administration will force America's schoolchildren to vote on next? "Will & Grace"? "Truman & Capote"?

Alas, the White House remains a few centuries behind on gay rights, and "Jake & Tom" is not some gossip item about Gyllenhaal & Cruise. According to the National Wild Turkey Federation (NWTF), "Jake" is the term for a juvenile male turkey; "Tom" is the name for an adult male. You can tell the two apart by their feathers: the juvenile has an erratic tail.

Father and son turkeys may not be quite the historical spin the Bush White House was looking for. But even 43 has something to be thankful for. At his first ceremony in 2001, Bush joked that one of the two turkeys he pardoned was in a secure and undisclosed location. Nowadays, the roles are reversed, and Bush is the one in the safest place to go unnoticed – his own White House. ... 4:42 P.M. (link)

Wednesday, Nov. 7, 2007 

Ron Paul Ron Paul: The most surprising aspect of the picket lines in Hollywood is not that writers would strike. The writer in each of us goes on strike every day. For most, the surprise is more fundamental: Writers get paid?

In politics, a speechwriter will be lucky to earn as much from an entire campaign of speeches as a consultant pulls down every two weeks to tell the candidate not to use them. On the Web, bloggers have learned what journalists and freelancers have known for generations: There is no such thing as a writer's market. With or without subsidy, words are always in surplus, and it's always a reader's market.

While we all hope Hollywood writers will be pencils up again soon, this could be the big break bloggers have been waiting for. Thanks to The Daily Show and The Colbert Report, millions of members of "Stewart Colbert Nation" have become political junkies—and rather than settle for reruns, they are bound to scour the Web looking for material good enough to satisfy their fix.

My advice to satire-starved citizens is to cut out the middleman and go straight to the source. You don't need some costly professional to raise an eyebrow for you; with practice, you can learn to raise your own.

For example, over at the Five Brothers blog, the writers haven't gone on strike. On Monday, Ann Romney posted a recipe for white chili. Add your own Utah Jazz crowd joke, and it's ready to serve.

In case you've missed the latest episodes of Five Brothers, here's a quick recap of the season so far. The Romney boys stopped by Fox & Friends for an interview—and just missed Florence Henderson from The Brady Bunch. Host Alisyn Camerota blogged that the brothers are "all handsome," but inadvertently caused a panic when she wrote that "most of them are spoken for." Devoted Romney followers everywhere had the same question: "most"?

In one particularly touching episode, Tagg 'fessed up that he had once been "young and foolish" enough to think about leaving the GOP, but was glad he stuck with "Dad's message of strength" instead.

Retrospection turned to genuine drama when the Southern California fires forced hard-luck Matt and his family to evacuate. Happily, their home was spared. As usual, Tagg and Ben provided comic relief by going to Fenway to watch the Red Sox the same night.

In the annual Halloween episode, Craig—who looks least like his father—dressed up as Mitt, married Pocahontas, and raised an adorable lion-child.

With all due respect to the sidelined scribes of Stewart Colbert Nation, you can't write this stuff. Just this week, Tagg went on YouTube and found a British phone salesman to sing opera at Mitt's Inauguration.

Hollywood writers want a share of new media residuals for a reason: Millions of people around the world are watching. Campaign Web sites, by contrast, could use the work. Imagine what it must be like to write the blog at JoinRudy2008.com. While by all accounts, Giuliani's Internet efforts have been a disaster, he's still the Republican front-runner. Yet in a welcome and utterly ill-advised moment of transparency, the Giuliani campaign decided to post the number of views next to every blog post. Giuliani's problem is the polar opposite of Hollywood's: His blog is in the midst of a prolonged reader's strike.

Over the past week, the blog's central daily feature, "Hizzoner's Highlights," averaged 38 views. Given that the size of Giuliani's own campaign staff must be several times that, the number of people willing to read about his day who aren't already on his payroll is zero, or perhaps less. That's despite every effort by Hizzoner's writers to spice up the plot, as in this photo of Giuliani at someone's dinner table in New Hampshire, using their finest silver to water a sapling called "Rudy's Tree."

By late this afternoon, today's supposedly blockbuster announcement of Pat Robertson's endorsement had eight views, while today's highlights had a total of five. And that's on a big day.

The Giuliani reader's strike underscores one of the strangest plot twists in the Republican campaign so far: the inverse relationship between enthusiasm and support. In the polls, almost nobody's for Ron Paul. But on the Internet, where he raised an astonishing $4 million in one day, he's the runaway favorite.

A recent presidential campaign Web site traffic chart compiled by the Internet tracking service Hitwise shows the Democratic side running true to form: HillaryClinton.com the front-runner with 20 percent of the total hits, BarackObama.com in second with 12 percent, JohnEdwards.com in third at 4 percent. On the Republican side, however, the popularity curve is upside-down. Ron Paul, last in the polls, is in first with 20 percent; Huckabee, fourth or fifth in the polls, is in second at 16 percent; Fred Thompson, missing and presumed dead in the real world, comes in third at 6 percent. The Websites for actual front-runners Giuliani, Romney, and McCain are barely above 4 percent, 3 percent, and 2 percent.

Why does the Republican second-tier have a Second Life on the 'net? We know it's not the writers. Perhaps, in Huckabee's case, it's the prelude to a genuine, real-world breakthrough. Or perhaps, in the face of grim political realities, escape is just more entertaining. ... 4:20 P.M. (link)

Friday, Nov. 2, 2007 

Special Favors: This week, Republican leaders officially gave up hope that Larry Craig will ever leave. A day after Craig passed Mr. Potato Head as the most popular Halloween costume in Idaho history, The Hill reported that the GOP has abandoned the last siege engine it had left against him, by agreeing to let the man keep his earmarks.

Never mind that Craig pled guilty, humiliated himself, and double-crossed his state: As a member of Congress, he is guaranteed the right to keep spending under the Speech, Debate, and Earmark Clause of the Constitution. That means the senator can get back to more conventional hypocrisies, like sponsoring balanced-budget amendments while boasting about bringing home the bacon. 

After three decades of pork, what does an appropriator choose as his final special favors? Most of the 22 items on Craig's list are standard fare: $200,000 for a "gravity pressure delivery system"; $4 million for "vacuum sampling pathogen collection"; $1.5 million for "coordination, facilitation, administrative support, and cost-shared weed control."

But in his swan song, Craig has graciously offered to cooperate with the authorities. According to the Taxpayers for Common Sense earmark database, he found $1 million so the Idaho State Police can improve "criminal information sharing." He earmarked another $100,000 for the Idaho Department of Corrections to take part in the National Consortium of Offender Management Systems. 

While there's irony in every earmark, these are rich indeed. Craig was banking on the poor quality of criminal information sharing when he pled guilty in August and assumed the people of Idaho would never find out. As he told the Idaho Statesman in April, "I don't go around anywhere hitting on men, and by God, if I did, I wouldn't do it in Boise, Idaho! Jiminy!"

If anywhere needs an upgrade in "offender management," the Republican caucus might be a good place to start. The right to keep earmarking gives Craig an excuse to pretend nothing ever happened, issuing self-serving press statements like this one: "I'm very pleased with the level of support the Senate has shown for these Idaho projects, which will help our law enforcement agencies improve their efforts to protect our children and share information." 

Meanwhile, Craig's colleagues in the Senate are forced to clean up after him. For example, the Commerce-Justice-State appropriations bill includes a $200,000 earmark for Minneapolis-St. Paul "to create an electronic charging process to allow for electronic signature of court charging documents."

When Craig filled out his guilty plea, he had to mail it in. Now his lawyers are trying to argue that he was deprived of due process because no judge was present to make sure Craig knew what he was doing. 

Perhaps the new electronic system can solve that problem, by asking defendants to check a box accepting that their political life is over. Thanks to Craig, guilty parties won't have to wait in line at the Republican convention. … 2:08 P.M. (link)

Monday, Oct. 29, 2007 

Cry Me a Lawyer: Last month, I lamented that Larry Craig "has more lawyers than a Boston Legal washroom." I spoke too soon. In the latest sign of Idaho's growing cultural influence, the writers at ABC's Boston Legal have ripped another plot from the headlines and put William Shatner's character, Denny Crane, in Larry Craig's shoes. According to longtime Idaho reporter Randy Stapilus and the Web site Spoilerfix, two undercover cops accuse Denny Crane of soliciting restroom sex in the Nov. 13 episode, "Oral Contracts." 

Spoilerfix doesn't reveal any other parallels between Denny Crane and Larry Craig, except for one: No matter the outcome of his case, Crane plans to remain in the job for the rest of the season. You don't have to be Al Gore to win an Emmy.

Beyond the superficial similarity of the names Denny Crane and Larry Craig, it's easy to see why the show's writers couldn't resist the temptation to exploit the longest running joke of the fall season. Denny Crane is a classic Hollywood conservative, who joins Stephen Colbert, Thurston Howell III, Alex Keaton, and Krusty the Clown on Wikipedia's list of "Fictional United States Republicans." TV conservatives always play the part for laughs; Craig plays it straight, with the same result.

In this case, fiction cannot be stranger than truth, but perhaps it will be more revealing. Spoilerfix says Alan Shore (James Spader) will defend Crane, so we'll finally get a glimpse of how a spirited defense might have sounded if Craig hadn't pled guilty. Of course, unlike Craig, Crane has five ex-wives and several co-workers who can vouch for his womanizing. He also has better writers, who won't humiliate him with Craig lines like "Jiminy!" and "Oh, crimey!"

Spoilerfix doesn't say whether Crane's restroom encounter is a one-off deal or will come back to haunt him. The site says that in the next week's episode, Shatner's character tries to join the National Guard, but is rejected. Craig knows the feeling. In 1972, the Guard discharged him after six months for an unspecified "physical disqualification." Ironically, Craig told the Idaho Statesman his ailment was "flat feet."

Not to be outdone, Craig's office announced last week that his if-I-only-had-a-lawyer routine was itself a fiction. Back in September, days after the scandal first broke, the press reported that Craig was hiring Michael Vick's attorney, Billy Martin. But now a Craig spokesman admits that it was the other way around—Michael Vick hired Larry Craig's lawyer. Martin, a renowned criminal defense lawyer, has been working for Craig since February, four months before the senator's arrest. Throughout that same period, Craig also has been paying PR consultant Judy Smith, who has done work for Rep. William Jefferson, Clarence Thomas, and Monica Lewinsky.

Craig's spokesman insists the senator never spoke to Martin about his arrest. Craig did call Martin the day he head-faked his intent to resign, but dialed the wrong number and left a voicemail for "Billy" on the answering machine of a woman named Alice.

Like their client, Martin and Smith haven't exactly been forthcoming. In the brief he wrote on Craig's behalf, asking a judge to withdraw the guilty plea on the grounds that the senator "did not exercise his right to counsel," Martin didn't bother to tell the court that he was already working as Craig's criminal defense counsel at the time. On Sept. 1, Smith wrote a highly misleading press release that declared, "Today, Senator Larry Craig announced that he has retained Washington DC attorney Billy Martin as legal counsel"—even though Craig had actually retained him seven months earlier.

Some have criticized Craig for paying Martin and Smith out of his campaign funds. But I'm all for it. The more he drains that account, the more certain we can be that he'll never run again. And if the past few months are any indication of the kind of press and legal representation Craig gets, even with professional help, he'd better spend it all. ... 1:19 P.M. (link)

Monday, Oct. 22, 2007 

Kids Say the Darnedest Things: When Republican presidential candidates flocked to Washington this weekend to pander to evangelical conservatives, none could quite match Phyllis Schlafly, who challenged activists to ask where candidates stand on schools that "promote Islam or homosexuality." The very same day, in a parallel universe, J. K. Rowling told New Yorkers that Harry Potter was Christian allegory and schoolmaster Albus Dumbledore was gay. For the Schlafly wing of the Republican Party, the revised enemies list is now Islam, homosexuality, and a new He Who Shall Not Be Named.

Soon, Republican candidates will be jousting to prove they've been with Slytherin all along. Thompson will boast that he's the real conservative because he never appeared in a single Potter movie. Huckabee will note that his band plays songs with lyrics from C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien, not J. K. Rowling. Giuliani will insist that his expedient embrace of the Dumbledore agenda makes him the strongest choice to try to stop Hermione in the end.

When the far right starts demanding book burnings, however, one Republican campaign will have more trouble than usual falling in line. Evangelical conservatives can see for themselves on Tagg Romney's MySpace page: He not only includes the Harry Potter series on his list of favorite books (along with Battlefield Earth and The Book of Mormon), but he singles it out as "my guilty pleasure."

Tagg doesn't explain why he feels that way. But in his defense, he has lots of company on MySpace. A quick Google search turns up a young woman from the Southeast who shares Tagg's taste in music (Billy Joel), movies (Band of Brothers, Saving Private Ryan), politicians (Mitt Romney), and books: "Anything politically related with a right-wing slant. John Grisham is brilliant. Harry Potter is my guilty pleasure." She also likes blackjack, "bar hopping," frozen daiquiris, Tom Tancredo, and Ron Paul—but unlike Tagg, she has found the good sense to change the settings on her MySpace page back to private. Tagg can also take comfort from a New Yorker whose MySpace page proudly declares, "OK, my guilty pleasure is Harry Potter. OMG."

As the son of one of the most calculated politicians in America, and grandson of a politician whose career ended after an unguarded comment, Tagg Romney should know better—and his enduring charm is that he doesn't. In a bland, NBD field, we can always count on him to come through with OMG moments. The other Four Brothers are cautious, like their father. Ben Romney reveals nothing on his MySpace page; like Mitt, he lists his height as 0'0", just to be safe.

But Tagg doesn't try to hide behind name, rank, and serial number. You don't get those for serving on the Romney campaign. Tagg's not afraid to stick up for movies like Fletch and the Rocky sequels, or embrace an eclectic group of heroes: "Abraham Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, Larry Bird."

Mitt made his wishes clear to the boys. In an ad called "Ocean," he warned of the moral cesspool in which our children swim, a slough of perversion from movies to video games to computers. Matt and Ben Romney, second and fourth in line, wrote blog posts echoing their father's point. First-born Tagg tries to play along, but you can almost see the thought bubble over his head saying, "Come on in—the water's fine."

Nowadays, parents do their best to teach children the first rule of growing up in the age of the Internet: What happens on Facebook doesn't stay on Facebook, and what you put on your MySpace page could haunt you for life. But there's one thing technology can't change about adolescents: they never learn. Now it's Mitt's turn to say, "No way!" ... 5:02 P.M. (link)

* Update: Romneys or Roommates? The New York Times reviews a new MySpace TV series about "character-building exhibitionism." ... 12:10 A.M.
Thursday, Oct. 18, 2007 

Hour of Lauer: Of the many unsolved mysteries in the case of Larry Craig, the greatest is simply, why won't he leave? He has no support left back home. He stands no chance in court. His entire party taps its feet, in vain, for him to go.

Dan Popkey of the Idaho Statesman may have found the answer. According to Popkey, Craig isn't sticking around to clear his name or save his Senate seat. He's out to salvage his hopes of a lucrative lobbying career. The public relations blitz is meant to plant reasonable doubt with the only jury Craig still cares about: K Street.

As Popkey points out, Craig is all too familiar with the case of Bob Packwood, the last Republican senator from the Pacific Northwest to be driven from office by scandal. Craig served on the ethics committee when it investigated Packwood. He voted to expel his friend but hugged Packwood afterwards and sobbed as he went into the Senate cloakroom.

Packwood's political career was over as soon as the lurid details of his sexual harassment hit the press. But rather than spare himself and his party further embarrassment, Packwood fought the charges for three years, leaving only when the Senate ethics committee voted unanimously for expulsion.

Packwood's consolation prize for three decades of fondling and unwanted advances: a $1.5-million-a-year lobbying practice that sold clients on the other contacts he had made in Congress.

Popkey says that in August, before the restroom scandal became public, Craig acknowledged he could make more than $600,000 a year as a lobbyist:

"You step out of the House or Senate, if you have seniority, you've developed areas of expertise," Craig said. "Quite a bit can be made, there's no doubt about that, whether you're representing Idaho interests or national interests."
Craig has stepped out, all right. As Popkey concludes, there's no longer any doubt whose interests he's representing.

Television critics everywhere have been wondering why Craig would put his wife and country through the humiliation of talking with Matt Lauer about whether he was gay or perhaps bisexual. Craig's latest double-entendre: "It's no to both."

Luckily, the country was spared, as only the critics were watching. We averted our eyes with good reason. Say what you will about Larry Craig, he's one politician willing to tell people things they don't want to hear. For example, he told KTVB in Boise, "I've got a bit of a streak of civil libertarianism right down my middle." America may love a comeback, but Craig's ratings flop suggests that some figures are beyond redemption.

Yet in many respects, the financial redemption Craig is apparently seeking is a more profound scandal than the crime his guilty plea was meant to cover up. The door he's peering through now is the revolving one.

In this, for once, Craig is not alone. A lobbying career is no longer a safety net for defeated members of Congress. For most congressmen, it's now the cornerstone of their retirement plan. After 27 years in Congress, Craig is out to prove there are no penalties for early withdrawal.

Even in the wake of Jack Abramoff and the last wave of Republican scandals, the new ethics law only extended the cooling-off period for former members of Congress from one year to two. To get a foot in the revolving door, real reform would prohibit senior government officials and former members from lobbying for five years or more.

For weeks, Republicans have complained bitterly about the price their party is paying for Craig's galling selfishness. If Popkey is right, they might try turning it to their advantage. When a corporate executive refuses to leave after his personal life becomes a public-relations disaster, the board often offers a buyout. A desperate GOP could try the same tack when scandal-ridden members won't go: fill their saddlebags with money if they'll leave town by sunset. The corporate world calls that a "golden handshake." In the Craig case, golden hand signals just might do the trick. ... 4:40 P.M. (link)

Monday, Oct. 15, 2007 

Infamous: Who says Idahoans don't have a sense of humor? At the Idaho Hall of Fame ceremonies in Boise on Saturday night, emcee David Leroy even got inductee Larry Craig to crack a smile. Leroy, a former attorney general, filled his speech with all the cultural references you'd expect from an Idaho Republican at a Craig event: Truman Capote, Brad Pitt, "hot ticket," and "bitch."

Leroy's theme was the price of fame. The Hall of Fame audience of 220 paid $50 a plate. As Leroy pointed out, "As the cameras outside testify, this banquet is a hot ticket." Ever the good sport, Leroy read the crowd quotes from famous people about fame: Jean Jacques Rousseau ("Fame is but the breath of the people and that is often unwholesome"); Brad Pitt ("Fame is a bitch, man"); and Truman Capote ("Fame is only good for one thing — they will cash your check in a small town.").

I don't know about Rousseau, and Brad Pitt can speak for himself. But I don't care what the Idaho Statesman says -- Truman Capote was not gay!

Even Craig made a quip, telling the audience: "My fame of the last month, I would liken to the definition Brad Pitt gave it." Late-night comics agree: Larry Craig is the joke that won't stop running.

Craig was a controversial choice, but Hall of Fame board member Michael Ritz told the Associated Press that the board felt honor-bound to let him in. "We thought, 'It's kind of going back on your word,'" Ritz explained. "Once a person has been sent a letter and voted into the Hall of Fame, it would be kind of like breaking a promise." That, of course, is something Larry Craig would never do.

If you missed the Boise ceremony, stay tuned: Craig wants a national audience, too. In an interview with Matt Lauer that will air on NBC Tuesday night, Craig lashed out at Mitt Romney for dumping him the day the arrest story broke: "He not only threw me under his campaign bus, he backed up and ran over me again." Apparently, there's no "I Brake for Bad Boys" bumper sticker on the Mitt Mobile.

For days, Romney has been fending off charges from John McCain and Rudy Giuliani that he can't be trusted. Now Mitt's constancy is under fire from Craig, the Republicans' leading authority on saying one thing and doing another.

Last week, Republicans were stunned to find out that Craig won't go. This week's revelation is worse: Craig won't go quietly. In the early days of the scandal, he acted like a man who would neither fight nor switch. As he told Lauer, now he has launched a public relations blitz to show the world, "I'm a fighter." Craig isn't just haunting Republicans from the political grave; he's inviting them to come join him.

When the Craig War Room started up last month, the political world scoffed that it was too late. But look now: after only a few weeks of damage control, damage is everywhere.

Sen. Craig has long advocated that the best way to prevent forest fires is to start brush fires. He's at it again. Most of us cringed back in June when Craig's response to hundreds of people in Lake Tahoe who lost their homes to wildfire was, "I don't know if I want to smile, or I want to cry." This time, we feel the same way.

The most disturbing news in the Lauer interview is that Craig's wife didn't learn of his arrest until she heard about it on TV. His latest apology isn't going to make her feel much better:

"I should have told my wife. I should have told my kids. And most importantly, I should have told counsel."
Forget "women and children first" – that's how they did damage control on the Titanic. These days, crisis has forced embattled Republicans to adopt a new definition of family values: first, tell all the lawyers.

Mitt Romney said the same thing in last week's debate: "You sit down with your attorneys and [have them] tell you what you have to do." When Romney and Craig agree on so much, it's a shame to see them fighting. ... 3:22 P.M. (link)

Friday, Oct. 12, 2007 

The Thinking Feller: Of all the honors Gore has earned over the course of his career, the title "Nobel Laureate" may be the most fitting. Not since Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson has America seen a political figure with such a scientific mind. If there were a Nobel Prize for poetic justice, Al Gore would win that, too.

In 1992, Gore wrote that "Archimedes, who invented the lever, is reported to have said that if only he had 'a place on which to stand' at a sufficient distance from the earth, he could move the world." Like a scientist, Gore has spent his career looking for ways to see the planet from that perspective.

For many politicians, all politics is retail. Some prefer to give the view from 30,000 feet. Al Gore doesn't stop there. The most striking feature of his office in the Senate and the White House was an enormous photograph of Earth, taken from outer space.

Fifteen years ago, in Earth in the Balance, Gore displayed another favorite photograph—a computer-generated mosaic image of Abraham Lincoln. From up close, the photo looks like a random checkerboard of gray squares. Only from a distance does Lincoln's picture become clear.

George W. Bush's presidency is a monument to the perils of shortsightedness. With the Nobel, Gore has finally been rewarded for taking the long view.

Unlike science, politics can be a depressingly monosyllabic business: "Peace is at hand"; "Read my lips"; "Bring him on." One of Gore's first crusades to save the planet went after an unpronounceable villain with a week's worth of syllables: chlorofluorocarbons. That issue didn't win him the Democratic nomination in 1988, although it later earned him a nickname from George H.W. Bush: "Ozone Man." But the effort to protect the ozone layer was a success, and the scientists who discovered the threat from chlorofluorocarbons won the Nobel Prize for Chemistry in 1995.

When I joined Gore's Senate staff as a speechwriter in the mid-'80s, I felt like an English major at Caltech. From biotechnology to organ transplants to ARPANET, Gore approached every issue, large and small, with the same ferocious scientific curiosity. Even the liberal-arts assignments were impossibly comprehensive. My first week on the job, he asked for all available information on the decline of the nation-state.

The summer before the '88 primaries, Gore found out that the next debate in Iowa would be held in a hall with no air conditioning, where the temperature onstage would top 100 degrees. Gore asked his health-policy expert to find out whether there was any scientific way to keep candidates from sweating like Richard Nixon under such conditions. In fact, someone had come up with an inhibitor to keep the forehead from sweating, but apparently it had the unfortunate side effect of making sweat pour down the back of the head in buckets, like Albert Brooks in Broadcast News. Gore took a pass, and redoubled his efforts to tackle global warming.

Then as now, Gore was obsessed with long-term trends. He championed the Congressional Clearinghouse on the Future and introduced a bill to create an Office of Critical Trends Analysis. The bill never passed, so he essentially manned the office himself.

In the politics of the moment, seeing the future often proved as much a burden as a blessing. When Earth in the Balance came out, Gore was attacked for imagining the end of the internal-combustion engine. Now even carmakers are trying to figure out how to prove him right. Gore has been making the same persuasive case on climate change for more than two decades. Only in the last two years did people start to see past the random checkerboard of gray squares.

One of America's greatest scientific minds, Thomas Edison, would have admired Gore's persistence, even if, thanks to Gore, the world will soon abandon the incandescent light bulb Edison invented. Gore spent decades in the political laboratory searching for the right filament to make a light go on in the public mind about global warming. If Edison was right that "genius is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration," the world is lucky Al Gore has never been afraid to sweat buckets for the cause. ... 11:18 P.M. (link)

* Dept. of What Ifs: Today's Washington Post notes the irony that George W. Bush was in Florida when he learned of Gore's triumph. The Post also says "there was no congratulatory phone call" from Bush. He doesn't need to get snippy about it! But the New York Times adds the most poignant historical irony:

"When his phone failed to ring early Friday morning, Mr. Gore assumed he had been passed over. He and his wife, Tipper, then turned on CNN to see who had been awarded the prize, only to learn it was him."
CNN projects Al Gore the winner! … 10:28 A.M.
Wednesday, Oct. 10, 2007 

DHS or Beta: Last year, Hollywood producer Joseph Medawar was convicted of conning investors out of $5.5 million for a bogus TV show on the Department of Homeland Security called D.H.S.: The Series. Medawar spent the money but never produced anything, which makes it the most realistic portrayal of DHS yet. 

While the con man went to jail, you can still fall for his scam on the D.H.S.: The Series Web site. Don't miss the fawning press clips, the souvenir mugs, or a cast synopsis that promises a nightclub-singer-turned-DHS-agent, a CIA-agent-turned-deputy-undersecretary, and a character named "Spyder, the Token Arab."

When the White House asked for Hollywood's help after 9/11, this is the war on terror they had in mind. The series trailer is a jumble of action clips and incoherent dialogue, such as, "Hey Johnny, do me a favor and say a prayer"—which sounds like the way Bush talked to Kerry on the 2004 campaign trail.

Unlike Washington, Hollywood couldn't figure out how to sustain a show with 170,000 extras. But as Slate V's brilliant video parody of Justice Scalia on 24 demonstrated last week, viewers are hungry for all the homeland thrills they can get. Luckily, a team of failed Washington insiders has stepped forward with an online, made-for-disaster TV network, just in time for the new fall season.

The venture is called "Homeland Security Television," which promises to be "television for a new generation of homeland security leaders." It's not as exciting as 24, nor as scary as Bin Laden's attempts to make al-Jazeera the network for a new generation of homeland security threateners. But it is the place to go to watch washed-up ex-Bushies star in homeland defense product infomercials.

The most promising new show is a pilot called Introducing Ridge Global, starring former Secretary of Homeland Security Tom Ridge. The video opens with HS-TV's logo—a spinning, phosphorescent-yellow globe—followed by the logo for the opening credits: a spinning, sepia-toned globe. Say what you will about Ridge, but the man is a master with color.
Big, expensive words race by in Romney-esque proportion—"Demonstrated Leadership," "Strategic Vision," "Global Reach"—then pound the earth in staccato bursts: "Ridge. Global. LLC." The opening scene is straight from the terror-movie textbook: a wide shot of innocent pedestrians on Pennsylvania Avenue, with heart-pounding background music hinting that the nation's capital is about to be destroyed by terrorists. Then Ridge comes on to pitch his new firm, making clear that Washington will instead be destroyed by buck-raking consultants.

The video builds suspense with quick cutaways—the White House, vulnerable refineries, and chemical plants, a Blackberry that may have fallen into the wrong hands, an attractive blonde in one of Jennifer Garner's wigs from Alias. Ridge warns at the outset, "We'd like to go on the journey with you"—and what a ride it is. In place of clichéd spy-show banter, Ridge speaks in authentic swindlers' jargon, promising "pre-existing arrangements with subject-matter experts," help navigating the president's "critical infrastructure protection regimen," and the ability to "tap into both public and private sector leaders in terms of business opportunities."

Tom Ridge isn't just a household name, he's a household item: America's basements and attics are filled with duct tape and plastic sheeting he sold us before. So, RidgeGlobal must be disappointed that the show hasn't found much of an audience. When I stumbled onto it last week, the video had a total of 21 views. Next time, they should hire son-of-a-salesman Tagg Romney, whose video just passed "Sexy Girl Store" to move into eighth place with 145,000 views on Jumpcut.

Ridge isn't the only Homeland Security washout on Homeland Security Television. Former FEMA Director Michael Brown has a video pitching "inferencing technology." While Brownie and George Bush might seem better suited for a cautionary video on the use of infer and imply, this video shows a photo of them together, as Brown recounts how he told the president that Katrina would be "the big one."

Remarkably, Brown is pitching his data-mining company's ability to anticipate the unexpected: "It's easy to prepare for the things we know are going to happen, but not the things we don't know are going to happen." In his old job, he failed to prepare for either one—but then, FEMA didn't have inferencing algorithms. They didn't even have buses.

Tom Ridge and Michael Brown shouldn't feel bad if Homeland Security TV is a bust. It's not really their fault. They had the same problem in their old jobs—they were just miscast.

Hollywood knows better. In the network-TV remake, Ridge will be played with a twinkle by William Shatner. The role of Heckuva-Job-Brownie will go to Steve Carell. The inferencing between those two will be something to watch, and we'll all feel safer when we're in on the con. ... 2:36 P.M. (link)

Friday, Oct. 5, 2007 

Bad Loan: The slogan of the Idaho Hall of Fame, which Larry Craig will enter next Saturday, is "Idahoans on Loan to the World." Thanks to Craig, Senate Republicans can plainly see that there's a crisis in the subprime sector. 

Nobody really wants to be installed next to Craig, but two fellow inductees will find next Friday's ceremony especially awkward. Gov. Butch Otter has been waiting six weeks to name Craig's successor. He released a long list of all the Idahoans who've expressed interest in the job and reportedly settled on a replacement just in time for Craig's announcement that he's not resigning. Another inductee, Lt. Gov. Jim Risch, desperately wants Craig's seat and will soon announce his attention to run in 2008, even if Otter doesn't nominate him.

Even Boise State coach Chris Petersen, whose Fiesta Bowl-winning razzle-dazzle earned him a place at this year's ceremony, doesn't have a trick play good enough to rescue Craig's busted snap. The Hall of Fame was right to worry that the concept of "real life heroes has been lost"—although when it set out to find inductees with "pages of life experience to inspire our up and coming generations," Craig's pages weren't the ones it had in mind. But it's all about the kids—and tickets are still available!

Senate Republicans can't catch a break: The colleagues they hate to lose are retiring, and the one guy they want to retire isn't budging. John Ensign, who has the unpleasant task of heading the Senate Republican Campaign Committee for 2008, doesn't mince words: "Senator Craig gave us his word. … I wish he would stick to his word." Like most Idahoans, Craig's colleagues take his backtracking personally. If a man's word is his bond, it's time to call the bounty hunter. 

Out in Idaho, one citizen has stepped forward to answer the call. Brad Bristol, a nonaligned voter from Nampa, Idaho, just launched an Impeach Craig Web site. As the Idaho Statesman reports, Bristol was already mad that Craig supported comprehensive immigration reform, and couldn't take it anymore when the senator refused to leave as promised. Bristol hopes his Web site, Idahopower-less.com, can get the job done in 120 days, but admits that Craig is not much for deadlines. Craig's Senate colleagues can rest assured—their signatures will be kept confidential. 

The Idaho Post-Register calls Craig a "serial liar," and nothing the man does can surprise anybody anymore. Even so, folks are scratching their heads about the excuses their allegedly intelligent senator gave yesterday for staying. Craig claimed that the past three weeks showed him he could continue to represent Idaho effectively. He said a replacement couldn't match his seniority or prime committee assignments, neglecting to mention that his colleagues have stripped his seniority and made clear that his only prime assignment will be to appear before the Senate ethics committee. 

Craig ended his press release: "When my term has expired, I will retire and not seek reelection. I hope this provides the certainty Idaho needs and deserves." That's just what Idahoans and Republicans wanted to hear from Larry Craig—another promise. ... 3:05 P.M. (link)

Thursday, Oct. 4, 2007 

Ol' Blue Eyes: Now that Minnesota Judge Charles Porter Jr. has rejected Larry Craig's request to withdraw his guilty plea, a nation of tabloids is rushing to print with headlines about his demise. But here at the Craig War Room, we take a different view. In his order, Judge Porter actually says the nicest things anyone has said about Craig since the scandal broke back in August.

The judge rebuffs Craig's "illogical" legal arguments and offers Craig's lawyer, Billy Martin, only a backhanded compliment for conceding an obvious point. Judge Porter politely dismisses the ACLU's defense of Craig's rights to free speech and free sex, explaining that the real issue was the disorderly conduct of the defendant's "eyes, hand, and foot."

Yet Craig is used to having his motions denied. By all accounts, his lawyers will take his case to the Court of Appeals and state Supreme Court. Today's setback is just the first step in a legal strategy of three-taps-and-you're-out.

In the meantime, Craig can bask in all the high praise from the bench. For starters, Judge Porter goes on for 27 pages without telling a single joke at Craig's expense (unless you count a wry statement of fact, "The Defendant did not flush the toilet"). Jay Leno and David Letterman can't restrain themselves for 27 seconds.

Even as he tosses out Craig's arguments, the judge finds a way to toss him compliments as the reason. When Craig's defense team contends their client was rushed, the judge applauds the senator's "calm and methodical" behavior in the pre-plea period. While Craig's lawyers portray a client intimidated by the police, Judge Porter sees "a degree of confidence" in the senator. The judge even brings up Craig's "blue eyes"—twice.

As grounds for rejecting the motion, Judge Porter sets out to prove that Craig's boneheaded, career-ending admission of guilt was, in fact, an "intelligent plea." As a result, the ruling is full of praise for Craig's thinking, calling him "an educated adult" and repeatedly noting how smart he is: "The Defendant, a career politician with a college degree, is of, at least, above-average intelligence." If that's the case, Lake Wobegon may finally have found its senator.

Judge Porter goes out of his way to mention a detail most of us missed: When he sent his guilty plea to the prosecutor, Craig attached a handwritten thank-you for his cooperation.

Any Idaho mother would be proud. The late-night comics may say Larry Craig is a dumb, disorderly peeper. But the judge says he's smart as a hack, with blue eyes and good manners to die for. ... 4:59 P.M. (link)

Monday, Oct. 1, 2007 
I Said No, No, No: Newsweek's cover story concludes that "the politician Romney has been chiefly interested in organizing and packaging himself into is a man who seems to have no history, and, as a result, no heart." If only he had a much-loved ad campaign about his past … 

One Romney supporter seems to have a history—the unsinkable Larry Craig. You can always judge a man by his arrest report. As the sergeant who busted Craig recalls: "I pointed towards the exit. Craig responded, 'No!' " Now it's happening again. State, party, and country are using every known signal to point Craig toward the exit—but, once again, the senator is dragging his feet and saying, "No!"

Craig can't even leave his houseboat, let alone go to the bathroom, without a press posse present. His solution: He's not going anywhere.

A month ago, Craig promised the people of Idaho that he intended to resign by Sept. 30. As we begin a new fiscal year, he seems to have voted himself a continuing resolution. According to Dan Popkey of the Idaho Statesman, many leading Republicans in the state now believe that Craig will serve out the remaining 15 months of his term. 

Popkey points out that if the Minnesota judge rejects his plea for a new trial, Craig can delay his departure six months by appealing the ruling to the Minnesota Court of Appeals and another nine months by appealing to the Minnesota Supreme Court. As Popkey explains, "At that point, assuming his guilty plea stands, Craig can say he fought the good fight. Meantime, he will have remained in office, continued to collect his salary, and boost his pension that's based on years of service." Humiliation is just another word for nothing left to lose.

Thanks to his home state, Craig does have one place to go. Next week, Sen. Craig will be inducted into the Idaho Hall of Fame.

Most Idahoans would be a little embarrassed to know we have a Hall of Fame, let alone that Craig will soon be a member. The senator will find himself in an elite group that includes such other famous natives as Chief Joseph and Sacagawea.

Craig may have a tough time measuring up. His mug shot is unlikely to replace Sacagawea's face on the dollar coin. When Chief Joseph surrendered to authorities, he said, "I will fight no more forever." Craig handed them his Senate business card and said, "What do you think of that?"

The Idaho pantheon already has two real Hall of Famers—Harmon Killebrew, a slugger for the Washington Senators and Minnesota Twins, and Jerry Kramer, an offensive lineman who's in the Green Bay Packers Hall of Fame with a different Larry Craig. The list includes William Borah and Frank Church, who used to be the most famous senators from Idaho; Ezra Taft Benson, the late head of the Mormon Church; J.R. Simplot, the billionaire who invented frozen tater tots and French fries; teacher-astronaut Barbara Morgan; Olympic medalist Picabo Street; and Academy Award nominee Lana Turner, whose Wikipedia biography quotes her saying, "I liked the boys, and the boys liked me."

Notwithstanding Craig's entry, self-destructive tendencies alone are not enough to ensure induction. Ernest Hemingway shot himself to death in Ketchum, but isn't in the Hall. Fame is no guarantee, either: Napoleon Dynamite may be the best-known figure in Idaho history, but his induction ceremony will have to wait.

As it turns out, Craig is not even the first conservative with a rap sheet to make the list. Ezra Pound, who left Idaho to become a famous poet and Nazi sympathizer, was later charged with treason and sentenced to 12 years at St. Elizabeth's. Pound didn't take as good a mug shot. But if Craig gets another chance, he might want to consider the poet's plea—not guilty by reason of insanity. ... 10:27 A.M. (link)
Sunday, Sept. 30, 2007 

Bring Your Own Dip: With more than 110,000 views, "Way!" may be the most watched Jumpcut video ever without sex or tortilla chips. Maybe next time!

On Friday, CBS announced an initiative called Eyelab to let viewers cut and paste their own CBS promos. A CBS executive tells Ad Week, "The Internet is the world's best laboratory." The producer of CSI – now merely the world's second-, third-, and fourth-best laboratories – predicts that viewer-generated mashups will "no doubt, inspire us with their creativity." 

As Chris Albrecht observes over at NewTeeVee.com:

Mashups are now a go-to device when media companies want to connect with the youth. When they want to seem cool. But how cool can mashups be when presidential candidate Mitt Romney holds a mashup contest to create his next ad?
He's right: Team Mitt isn't a campaign; it's a media company. They've even branded their own channel, MittTV. Conservatives, beware: If CBS is the new mashup, that makes Mitt Romney the new CBS.

"The problem with corporate mashups is that they can never be as good as independently-produced ones," Albrecht explains. "All the best mashups come from outside of the corporate system." He says "Romney learned that first-hand" when his contest "winner" got trounced by the "popular favorite. … a less-than-flattering video from Slate.com."

As Albrecht notes, "This puts the Romney camp in the awkward position of ignoring the popular vote to side with the safe bet."

The choice is simple: You can buck the corporate establishment and be "Way!" cool. Or you can toe the corporate line and watch a fall season of Creepy Guy on CSI: Salt Lake. ... 12:12 P.M. (link)

Friday, Sept. 28, 2007 

Truth, Justice, and the American "Way!": Like Al Gore, I don't want to wake up every morning obsessed with the injustice of a system that let someone else claim victory when I won the popular vote. But since you asked, "Way!" is still the one true democratically elected winner of the Romney ad contest, and is about to cross the 100,000-vote mark on its way to Jumpcut's all-time Top 10 list.

Team Mitt can't count, but most Americans can. The Washington Post pointed out that "Way!" cleaned the Romney campaign's clock online. Time paired the real winner with the impostor. The headline in Wired said it all: "Romney Campaign Announces Jumpcut Results, but Audience Prefers an Alternative."

At a Politico seminar this week, Romney's director of e-strategy promised, "The winner will be whoever gets the most votes." No wonder voters are cynical. But let me say to all the young people out there who wanted to believe in democracy: Keep the faith. America may have lost Bush v. Gore. But America hasn't seen the last of Reed v. Romney. ... 1:43 P.M. (link)

Thursday, Sept. 27, 2007 

And the Runner-Up Is...: With "Way!" running up an FDR-size landslide, Romney ad finalists have been running a Create Your Own Also Ran contest for the role of Alf Landon. This afternoon, the Politburo announced its choice: an ad called "Ready for Action," which was only losing to "Way!" by 61,000 votes. 

The campaign press release says the candidate will introduce the ad at a rally tomorrow. The ad will run once a day for a week in five Iowa and New Hampshire markets—which means the Romney campaign will spend about as much to air the ad as it did to produce it.

"Ready for Action" is a disappointing choice, and not just because it collected a paltry 20,000 votes to the 80,000+ votes for "Way!" A more apt title for it would be "Above the Fruited Plain." Stock video clips of flags, mountains, and the Golden Gate Bridge rush to keep up with Romney's favorite political clichés. The words strength, innovation, and experience appear in subliminal blips, then give way to the tag line, "Strong. New. Leadership." 

Team Mitt no doubt liked the ad because it so closely resembles the ads from Romney's consultants. "Ready for Action" says nothing about what Romney would do as president. One viewer complained that it doesn't even mention that Romney's running for president:

Remember that the average person seeing the add on network television will have no clue who he is or that there is even an election going on. Network television is targeted to the lowest common denominator which when you look at what they show on network tv these days doesn't say much for the aptitude of our country.
Tagg Romney has yet to acknowledge the true winner of the ad contest. But proving that he has exactly half a sense of humor, today he did graciously thank Slate V for its "Five Brothers" spoof, which he says "is about as close as we are going to get to our own mini-series."

In the very next sentence, he writes, "I loved 'Band of Brothers' and I'm looking forward to [the] Pacific version that's being planned." The boy can't help himself: Only Tagg could watch the Slate video about the Romney brothers' failure to serve, and say it reminded him of how much he likes war movies. ... 5:45 P.M. (link)
Lose Early and Often: Over the weekend, the New York Times reported that Romney insiders have dubbed their campaign strategy "win early and often." The strategy for the "Create Your Own Ad!" contest must be just the opposite, because Team Mitt's loss keeps getting bigger every day.

The campaign e-mailed reporters yesterday to say the polls would close at 11:59 p.m. last night, but this morning the lead item on the Romney Web site was an urgent get-out-the-vote plea. Next time, they might want to beg voters to stay home. As so often happens in a change election, the late-breaking undecideds overwhelmingly went the challenger's "Way!".

With all the absentee votes counted and every precinct from Utah to Planet Romney reporting, "Way!" has built a 60,000-vote lead:

"Way!" – 76,500

Ready for Action – 17,800

Mitt's Misspelled Resume – 9,000

The Man, the Mitt, the Legend – 3,600

Romney Girl – 3,500

I Believe – 3,100

Creepy Guy from Salt Lake – 2,900

Romney Innovation – 2,900

The Change America Needs – 2,900

The Right Course – 2,100

Yesterday, it was bad enough that "Way!" had more votes than the Little Romney Nine combined. But what has to worry Mitt strategists most now is that the more voters find out, the worse it gets. The Romney campaign lost late deciders by more than 3-1. In the last 24 hours, "Way!" picked up more than 35,000 votes. The nine Romney finalists gained about 10,000 votes altogether.

In fact, voters are so desperate for an alternative to the handpicked Mittista slate that "Way!" is now one of the 20 most-watched, most-loved videos in Jumpcut history. Every other most-loved video there is left over from last year's "Revenge of the Nerds" contest, so Mitt and I feel right at home.

We're still waiting for the star of the winning ad, Tagg Romney, to step forward and take a bow. In a blog post yesterday, however, he did hint that he considers Ann and the Five Brothers to be the best hope for the campaign's advertising. Under the heading, "Mom and Chevy ads," he runs a deliciously self-serving MSNBC excerpt:

Pat Buchanan: "Everything I've seen of him and his family, I think this is the most extraordinary asset Mitt Romney has. It almost frankly looks almost too picture perfect, an American family. One of those things they used in Chevrolet ads in the 1950s or something."
Those were the days, when Madison Avenue could sell anything Detroit could make, and GM could get even the son of the CEO of American Motors to buy a Chevy wagon, so long as it would hold a caged dog on the roof.

Tagg, we hear your cry for help. If your dad's overpriced consultants won't put you in the campaign ads, all of us here at Way! Productions are ready to keep proving that you're the one voters want to see.

In a painful symbol of the Romney campaign's struggles, Tagg just wrote another post announcing yet another contest:

I've been grounded for a few weeks from a minor mishap I had in New Hampshire. Both of my legs are a little beat up but I should be back on the road soon. I really miss being able to be out there campaigning for my Dad. My brothers will tell you I'm a total klutz so I'm embarrassed to admit how it happened. I will send out a Romney hat to the person who submits the best story on how it all happened. My only hint is that I have a big gash across my right shin and a deep hematoma on my left femur and it involved jumping.
It's clear what happened: Tagg must have inherited the same Romney penchant for self-mutilation that produced the "Create Your Own Ad!" contest. But we're happy to play along and help our star out in the first online contest to Create Your Own Cover Story.

It may look like Tagg Romney tried to end it all by hang gliding off the Mitt Mobile. But there's no way Tagg jumped. He was pushed. ... 1:05 P.M. (link)

Wednesday, Sept. 26, 2007 

Block the Vote: Despite a desperate poll-line stand by the Romney campaign, "Way!" has built a commanding, 23,000-vote lead over its nearest challenger. Team Mitt spent the past 24 hours fending off questions from reporters wanting to know how Romney could possibly win an election when his campaign doesn't even know how to run one.

The total page views at 9 a.m. EST Wednesday for "Way!" and the Romney nine:

Way! – 39,500

Ready for Action – 16,400

Mitt's (Misspelled) Resume – 3,800

The Man, the Mitt, the Legend – 3,000

Romney Girl – 2,800

I Believe – 2,600

Innovation – 2,500

Creepy Guy From Salt Lake – 2,500

The Change America Needs – 2,300

The Right Course – 1,700

A quick, Harvard Business School analysis of the data reveals that "Way!" has more views than all nine official finalists put together.

Team Mitt might want to revise the talking points it gave the Globe yesterday: "This contest demonstrates Romney for President's commitment to using cutting-edge technology to engage voters online and harness the extraordinary enthusiasm of its grassroots supporters." Translation: The Romney campaign hopes to harness more supporters like the Creepy Guy From Salt Lake.

National Journal suggests the "Reed vs. Romney" smackdown—complete with dueling, dorky head shots—has practically wiped the Petraeus-MoveOn controversy off the back pages:

In August, the Boston Globe characterized the contest as 'the latest example of how the 2008 presidential candidates are using the Internet to engage supporters in unprecedented ways.' But it looks like it's also turning out to be the latest example of campaigns not recognizing how little control they have over their own Web efforts.
The Wall Street Journal has more on the vote-blocking scandal, along with a rave review. It calls "Way!" and Slate's own "Five Brothers" "notable" and "snarky."

As the Journal points out, Team Mitt won't let you vote in its ad contest unless you give the campaign your name, address, and e-mail. First they handpicked the candidates and imposed Soviet-style elections. Now they want to destroy the secret ballot. Don't take the bait—it's a trap! They'll use your email address to bilk you for all you're worth, and then they won't count your vote, anyway.

Dan Balz of the Washington Post asked three unaffiliated GOP strategists what they thought of the Romney campaign's new slogan, "Change Begins With Us." One was blown away by its brilliance. The second said the slogan was hard to assess because it didn't mean anything. The third said it was the perfect slogan for an anti-Romney flip-flop ad. That's Mitt Romney's message in a nutshell—all things to all consultants.

In the ad contest, "The Change America Needs" is next to last, right behind the Creepy Guy From Salt Lake. The voters say loud and clear they prefer the "Way!" tag line: "He'll set America straight." But if Team Mitt won't listen, they can always go with the slogan, "Creepy Begins With Us." ... 9:40 A.M. (link)
Tuesday, Sept. 25, 2007 

The Empire Strikes Back: Just hours after Slate announced "Way!"'s shocking upset victory in the Romney ad contest, Team Mitt realized that defeat is at hand. Moments ago, panicked e-strategists in Boston posted the contest finalists on the campaign Web site and urged supporters to vote for their favorite. Last week the campaign promised 10 finalists, but today it posted only nine instead. We all know which one is missing—the ad that already won by more than 16,000 votes.

Apparently, Team Mitt can't count—and all of a sudden has no interest in counting, either. Last week, the campaign's director of e-strategy told Wired that the 10 winners would be based on page views and viewer love. But when the nine finalists were announced, only one was among the top nine in page views or love. Three finalists didn't even meet the competition standards for length.

My fellow Romneyacs, don't throw your vote away! Our fearless leader promised us online democracy, not a Soviet-style election run by totalitarian Mittistas.

We can learn a lot from the ads Team Mitt pretended to like better than mine. A spot called "Romney Girl" uses the same baby picture of Tagg as "Way!", with the same "great father" message. "Mitt Romney—The Change America Needs" is a dizzying montage of buzzwords—Strong, New, Leadership, Innovation, Energy, Passion, Leading America Forward, March Forward, Lift Up Our Eyes. An ad called "I Believe" explains Romney's immigration policy: "I believe in God. I believe that homeland security begins with securing our borders."

One of the most surprising finalists is "Salt Lake Success IV," which shows an elderly man in his room reminiscing about volunteering for Mitt at the Olympics. One viewer commented, "This is just a little creepy." Perhaps the most revealing ad is "Mitt Romney's Resume," which shows someone (George W. Bush?) filling out a Harvard Business School application. The first viewer comment came from the Romney campaign, which advised the ad maker, "Please fix the spelling of President on the last shot."

In "The Mitt, the Man, the Legend," a supporter praises Romney as a leader who "wants to see data." Fair enough, governor—analyze this. ... 11:52 A.M. (link)

Monday, Sept. 24, 2007 

America's Top Romney: When I entered the Romney campaign's "Create Your Own Ad!" contest, my ad, "Way!", was the last thing Team Mitt wanted anyone to see. They refused to post it on the official contest Web site, even though my entry was dripping with the values of faith, family, and marriage they claim they hold dear. 

But now, the votes are in, and there can be no joy in Mittville. Out of all the 100+ ads entered in the contest, "Way!" is the most-watched, most-loved spot by a landslide.

As of midday Monday, "Way!" had more than 19,000 views—a 7,500-view lead* over the next contender. In fact, more people have watched first-place "Way!" than the second- and third-place ads put together. "Way!" also has nearly twice as much viewer love as its nearest competitor. Stunned political analysts say this could be the greatest political upset since Truman knocked another little man off his wedding cake.

The Romney campaign promised to buy TV time for the winning ad and suggested last week that the winner would be chosen on the basis of viewer love and page views. I await my ride in the Mittmobile.

I never expected to be the first Web-driven, walk-on adman in American political history. I'm just glad to have a candidate who can afford the air time. ... 1:58 P.M. (link)

* Update: The overnight returns are in, and it's a rout of staggering proportions. By 9 a.m. EST on Tuesday, "Way!" led its nearest competitor by 14,000 views—a 2-1 margin. "Way!" has more views than the next four ads in the contest put together.

Now that Mother Jones has called the race, the major networks are sure to follow. A Romney concession speech from Faneuil Hall in Boston could come at any time. Suggested excerpts: "It is better to be loved and win than never to be loved at all." ... 9:15 A.M.
Sunday, Sept. 23, 2007 

We Have a Winner: Attention, Ryan Seacrest—America's Top Romney has a new No. 1. The most-viewed, most-loved entry in the Romney campaign's ad contest is now our own "Way!" The people have spoken, and the nearest contender is several thousand views behind. 

Thanks for helping make Tagg a star—and keep watching until Team Mitt buys us air time in Iowa and New Hampshire. … 10:15 A.M. (link)

Saturday, Sept. 22, 2007 

Up, Up, and a Way!: Proving that an ad is worth 100 words, the Romney campaign announced yet another contest yesterday. According to the Boston Globe, contestants can win the chance to campaign with Mitt by writing a 100-word essay on "why they want to tag along"—as opposed to why they want Tagg along. 

No wonder Team Mitt wants to change the subject—in its "Create Your Own Ad!" contest, the ad they don't want you to see is running away with the popular vote. Mindy Finn, Romney's "director of e-strategy," told Wired magazine this week that 10-12 finalists will be chosen on the basis of page views and viewer love. As it happens, my ad "Way!" is ranked seventh in love and second in page views—and within striking distance of the top. 

Give the e-strategist what she wants! Watch the ad that your vote can push to the No. 1 spot.

Finn says, "It's been fascinating to see how other people view Governor Romney, and what he should be running for." If the contests go well, he might run for something else. ... 11:23 A.M. (link)
Friday, Sept. 21, 2007 

Big Love: The Romney campaign doesn't want my "Way!" ad to win its "Create Your Own Mitt!" contest, but the ban in Boston seems to have backfired. Yesterday afternoon, the ad made its debut back in 109th place. Now it's the second-most-watched ad in the entire Romney contest. Don't miss this chart-busting hit that's rocking Tagg's World!

Meanwhile, the last-ditch effort to save Larry Craig's job has already won its first convert—Larry Craig. Today's headline in the Idaho Statesman: "Craig still not sure he'll resign from Senate." When McClatchy newspapers asked him whether he planned to leave Sept. 30, Craig replied, "I just don't know yet."

Now that those feet are dragging, it's time for the Craig War Room to mount another offensive. Today's talking points place the blame where it belongs—in Minnesota:

*Friendless Skies: Yesterday, a Minnesota prosecutor tried to take away Sen. Craig's only friend, the ACLU. The prosecutor asked the judge to strike the ACLU's friend-of-the-court brief on the grounds that friends don't let friends peer through bathroom stalls and call it free speech.

The Craig War Room was more struck by this sentence in the prosecutor's motion:

Anyone who has spent time in an airport also knows that there are very few private locations, much less locations to accommodate sexual interludes with strangers.
Most of us have managed to spend a good chunk of our lifetimes in airports while never once having that thought. When will these sex-crazed, Bill-of-Rights-burning, Caribou Coffee-swilling witch hunters leave our poor traveler alone?

*Slouching Toward Bloomington: The linchpin of the prosecution's case against Craig is that the restroom at the Northstar Crossing was a haven for solicitation. It's just like locals to blame somebody from out of town. They should start by looking closer to home.

Say what you will about Larry Craig—he's not an attractive nuisance. But Northstar Crossing is. Check out the airport's own puff-piece description of what authorities did to the place:

The Minneapolis / St. Paul International Airport completed a revolutionary renovation of its retail venues. The new space, called "Northstar Crossing" in honor of Minnesota being known as the Northstar State, offers unprecedented customer service and convenience, vastly improved public aesthetics, and increased airport profits.
If this is "vastly improved," what were the public aesthetics like before? Perhaps airport executives should have worried more about defending our values than driving up their own profits. Larry Craig's stopover was supposed to be in Minneapolis. He didn't know he'd be changing planes in ancient Rome. ... 2:41 P.M. (link)

Thursday, Sept. 20, 2007 

Tagg Line: In the 40 years since The Selling of the Presidency, Joe McGinniss' 1968 account of how a young Roger Ailes made television safe for Richard Nixon, campaign media consultants have been the hacks we love to hate. While the demand for evil genius is not what it used to be, media consulting remains one of the most overhyped, overpaid jobs in America.

But now it can all be yours, thanks to the Romney campaign's "Create Your Own Ad!" contest and do-it-yourself tool kit. In one of history's great ironies, the most consultant-driven, productlike candidate in memory has pulled back the veil to show us how lies are made.

It's too late to enter—or Slate V's "Five Brothers" spot would surely win. But the campaign's ad-making software is still available on jumpcut.com, with all the video clips, photos, background music, and special effects you need to make ads that look and sound as phony as the real thing. The Jumpcut software does for media consulting what the Madden video game did for football, removing the mystery, barriers to entry, and expense. If it were a video game, it would be called Shrum 2008—no longer do you have to be an expert to create a losing campaign.

Give Romney credit for letting go—as a self-described control freak, he's the last guy you'd expect to experiment with growing his own Shrums. But if consultants were free, he'd stand to gain more than anyone. So far, Romney has spent $6 million on TV time—three times as much as any other candidate, and most of it from his own pocket.

Romney isn't the first to go to the dogs for dog-food ads. Frito-Lay used the same trick for Doritos in the Super Bowl. But the Romney campaign makes the experience so simple, it's hard not to get hooked. It's the high-tech equivalent of playing with paper dolls: You start with a photo or video clip of Mitt, dress him up with captions and fancy graphics, then cue the orchestra with background music to inspire animatronic emotion. The only tool missing from the consultant's workshop is a soft female voice that could be programmed to do snide voice-overs about other candidates' lack of principle.

I signed up for the contest with some reluctance. The official contest rules limit entries to Romney supporters (unless they're "corporate entities, labor unions, government contractors, foreign nationals, and minors"). I wasn't planning to support his candidacy, except for entertainment purposes—but perhaps I'd make an ad so convincing it would change my own mind. If nothing else, I could pretend to support him in order to enter the contest, then pull a Romney and insist I've been against him all along.

Signing up to make ads for a candidate I don't believe in—at last, I felt like a real consultant. The more video clips I watched, the more excited I became. Romney is a consultant's dream, and not just because he's telegenic and rich. Every time he opens his mouth he sounds like he's playing slogan bingo: strength, values, family, America, freedom. You don't make a Romney ad. He already is an ad.

Yet what is he an ad for? That's the real contest. To "Create Your Own Ad!" you have to "Create Your Own Mitt!" As one campaign strategist told David Broder, "You have to find the message." Romney is a tagline waiting to happen.

In the ads they posted, Romney supporters play along gamely, taking Team Mitt buzzwords and remixing them in equally vapid ways. One top entry, "Hopes and Dreams," shows gauzy footage of the Jefferson Memorial with a voice-over of Romney saying, "I love America, and I believe in the people of America," and touting "innovation," "transformation," "doing," and of course, "hopes and dreams." The ad goes back and forth between the campaign's earlier tag line—"Strong. New. Leadership"—and "Strength. Innovation. Leadership."

Another ad that has soared inexplicably to the top of the Romney charts is "Keep It Simple," a no-frills pastiche that declares, "Strength. Courage. Leadership" and ends with a campaign favorite, "True Strength for America's Future." Not to be outdone, the Romney campaign released its own new ad this week, with the daring slogan, "Change begins with us."

For my maiden voyage as a media consultant, I didn't want to parrot someone else's cliché. I wanted to come up with my own. My inspiration came from a revealing aside in a New York Times piece last week, when Tagg Romney revealed that back in the early '90s, he thought about becoming a Democrat. In a classic father-and-son moment, Mitt supposedly told his son that Democrats' real goal was to lead the country toward same-sex marriage. The young man's response was exactly what you'd expect from Tagg's World: "No way!"

Making an ad about Mitt's family gave me new sympathy for his consultants: It isn't easy to tell which Romney boy is which. My consulting career wouldn't last long if Howie Kurtz's fact check in the Post labeled my ad "misleading" because it showed the wrong son.

Once I was pretty sure I'd found the right Romney, I was ready to submit my ad to Team Mitt. With no mention of strength, innovation, or leadership, I didn't expect to win. But the contest guidelines just urge the ads to support the campaign "creatively and responsibly"—the same way you'd make a TV spot for Coors Light. My ad was wholesome, accurate, and hokey enough to meet that standard, so perhaps it would slip under the radar. The day after I turned it in, the Romney campaign started running a radio ad on the same theme in Iowa.

My other reason to hope and dream of making the cut was a matter of numbers: The campaign was hurting for entries. Team Mitt promoted the contest for weeks, but by Monday's midnight deadline, a grand total of 137 people had entered. YouTube has hundreds of millions of videos; making a Mitt ad takes an hour, and the winner gets to be the first walk-on consultant in American political history. Yet just 137 "supporters" signed up, and that includes impostors. Team Mitt could have found more consultant wannabes by walking around campaign headquarters in Boston. No wonder Romney has to spend so much on consultants: No one else wants to do it.

Alas, with so few entries to screen, Team Mitt had time to watch mine with raised eyebrow. Once again, I'm in elite company: Of the 137 entrants, only 7 of us have been banned in Boston. The campaign won't post a link to my ad on its list of approved videos, so you can only find it in the Members section on my Mitt page.

But the bright side of entering a contest with just 137 entries is that if you watch my ad, I have an excellent chance of breaking into the Top 100. At post time, even with no help from Team Mitt, I was around 109th.

So, don't miss the ad the Romney campaign doesn't want you to see! It won't win them the race, but it was worth every penny. ... 2:23 P.M. (link)

Wednesday, Sept. 19, 2007 

If He Didn't: From the outset, Larry Craig has violated the two cardinal rules of scandal management. No. 1: Get a lawyer. No. 2: Get a war room!

Craig finally hired a legal team, too late to do much good. But as his embarrassing return to the Senate yesterday demonstrated, the beleaguered senator is still a master of disaster at the public relations it will take to save his public job.

With scarcely a week left on the clock, Craig needs all the help he can get. Until someone else steps forward to run the Craig war room, I'll have to do it myself. Don't call me a hero. It's what any Idahoan would do to help his fellow man.

The Craig War Room is already up and running, and welcomes your contributions. Here are today's talking points:

Wide Stance—or Wide Support? Despite a concerted campaign by the Idaho Statesman and other elements of the elite Eastern media establishment, support for Larry Craig's position continues to grow. On Monday—the 220th birthday of our beloved Constitution—the American Civil Liberties Union filed a friend-of-the-court brief in support of Craig's motion to withdraw his guilty plea. The amicus sent a clear message to naysayers: See, he does too have friends. 

The ACLU brief is chock full of new, convincing arguments that Craig got a bum rap. For starters, toe-tapping isn't a crime—it's free speech. The ACLU says the only thing that's "overbroad" in this case is Minnesota law. It's not a crime in a public place to solicit private sex. Unless the arresting officer is a foot-reader, he has no way of knowing the senator's intent and no right to discourage public-private partnerships.

Card-carrying liberals at the ACLU aren't the only ones who see it this way. Card-carrying liberal-haters at StoptheACLU.com agree. Conservative Jay excerpts the ACLU brief on his StoptheACLU blog and concludes, "Guess what? I think the ACLU are probably right."

He's No O.J.: Even Craig's Marxist-Leninist critics concede that he has never been accused of murder, armed robbery, or kidnapping. O.J. Simpson and Larry Craig couldn't be more different. O.J. claimed he was innocent, then later all but admitted he was guilty. Sen. Craig pleaded guilty and now is willing to admit he was innocent all along. 

Mark Fuhrman, the racist cop in the Simpson case, retired to Idaho to get away from O.J. and become the senator's constituent. Jeffrey Toobin, who wrote a whole book saying O.J. did it, sounds like his next book might be on how Larry Craig didn't. Toobin told Time readers this week, "If Craig had challenged the case, it sounds like he might have had a real chance of winning at trial."

Even the Bush Administration Agrees: The Cops Set Him Up—and He's Not Gay! A blockbuster report from the COPS Office of the Bush Justice Department backs up Sen. Craig's entire story. The report, Illicit Sexual Activity in Public Places, evaluates 19 different methods of policing public sex. Minneapolis's approach—"using undercover decoys"—ranks dead last, along with "harassing and intimidating suspects." According to the distinguished criminologist who wrote the report, decoys have "limited effectiveness," while "the social consequences may be devastating," and "officers may be reluctant to take on such assignments." 

The report instead recommends several more effective approaches, such as better restroom design, warning signs, "the illusion of surveillance," improving lighting, "cutting back bushes and other vegetation," and contracting out enforcement to private security firms so police departments don't get blamed. 

The Justice Department notes that restroom sex has been thoroughly studied—in contrast to other behaviors like nudism and lovers' lanes, which require further research. Craig is willing to stick around and vote to confirm Bush's nominee as attorney general if he pledges to take up this far more promising agenda. 

But the most important finding of the Justice report is that even if he were guilty as pleaded, Larry Craig is telling the truth—he's not gay. On this point, the report is crystal clear:

It is important to note that engaging in same-sex activity does not necessarily imply a homosexual identity; in fact, many men who have sex with men in public places are married or otherwise heterosexually involved, and do not consider themselves to be gay.
That's not the Craig War Room talking—it's the United States government. After all, if you can't trust the Bush Justice Department, who can you trust? ... 1:59 P.M. (link)
Thursday, Sept. 13, 2007 

Put to Bed: For centuries, the criminal defense bar has snickered that any lawyer who represents himself has a fool for a client. With his fateful guilty plea last month, Larry Craig proved that the old adage holds true for nonlawyers as well. Solicitation may be a victimless crime, but in a case of self-immolation, it's hard to tell where perp ends and victim begins.

Now Craig has more lawyers than a Boston Legal washroom. But so far, the only defense they've given him is that he waited so long to hire them. In his original guilty plea, he clearly waived the right to counsel. On the line of the form that states, "I am/am not represented by an attorney," Craig circled "am not." Of course, Craig's lawyers might argue, circling the am-not box doesn't mean you understand it. 

Craig is desperately trying to play the victim, but he can tell it to the judge. His constituents are determined to blame him, anyway. The Lewiston Tribune runs an online poll on lifestyle and public policy questions. This month, readers' favorite fair food is elephant ears; they love Wal-Mart; and by 3-1, they believe citizens should have the right to carry guns in public buildings. On the question of whom to blame for the Craig scandal, a few say "Democratic conspirators" or the media, but readers are 12 times more likely to blame the Craig scandal on Larry Craig than on "overzealous policing." 

In their latest motion, Craig's legal team attributes his guilty plea to panic over what the press would do if they found out. Today, the Idaho Statesman released audiotape excerpts from a May interview in which Craig insisted that he learned long ago not to panic about the media. 

Twenty-five years ago, Craig panicked when a reporter asked him about possible ties to the congressional page scandal. The first-term congressman called an impromptu press conference denying any involvement—giving a national press corps that had never heard of the guy its first chance to link him to scandal.

When Statesman reporter Dan Popkey asked him in May about the 1982 fiasco, Craig said, "A little naivete on my part from being a freshman legislator. I wouldn't handle it that way today, Dan. It's pretty obvious where you're sitting right now I don't handle things that way." 

Alas, from where Craig has been sitting lately, it's pretty obvious that he learned a different lesson from 1982—the perils of voluntary disclosure. Craig's problem isn't quarter-century bouts of panic; it's consistently poor political judgment. To paraphrase Mark Twain, a cat won't sit on a hot toilet seat twice, but it won't sit on a cold one, either. In 1982, Craig was embarrassed by his own premature disclosure. This time, he was so eager to cover up, he copped to the crime.

Republicans are lucky that Craig's career is set to expire with the fiscal year on Sept. 30, because even from the political grave, the man has an uncanny knack for saying things that beg to be taken out of context. He told the Statesman he would talk to them about rumors of his homosexuality because "I want this issue put to bed."

In the same interview, Craig denounced his accusers with some of the more prophetic words of his career: "It's a bunch of false crap!" That's what he was arrested for. Now it's his defense. ... 5:15 P.M. (link)

Monday, Sept. 10, 2007 

Huckleberry Hound: For the past few weeks, the entire political world has watched the people of Idaho come to terms with a Republican who opposes gay rights but pleads guilty to toe-tapping in the men's room. But no one was watching last month when the state had a very different rest stop—a visit by Rudy Giuliani, Republicans' most openly straight and pro-gay-rights contender.

Giuliani came out to Idaho a few days before Larry Craig did. He's the first presidential candidate to visit my hometown of Coeur d'Alene since Ronald Reagan, but the anticipation hasn't exactly been killing us. If Giuliani is in a national hero, somebody forgot to tell the folks back home. His ticker tape parade consisted of a dozen people holding signs endorsing Ron Paul for president (subscription required).

Reagan's 1980 visit punctuated the Republican takeover of North Idaho, which had been a Democratic stronghold half a century ago and a Socialist hotbed half a century before that. Giuliani's arrival marked another rite of passage. My hometown used to mimic Twin Peaks, not Sun Valley. Now so many rich people summer there, candidates come from Manhattan to meet our millionaires.

Like most out-of-towners, Giuliani drove right past the Paul Bunyan Pak-Out, the only place in America you can get a huckleberry shake underneath a giant statue of the folk legend. He headed instead for one of the multimillion-dollar homes along Coeur d'Alene Lake, whose floating green is a legend of the nouveau riche.

At a brief press conference before the fund-raiser, Giuliani pressed his claim that he's the one Republican with a 50-state strategy. "When you think about it, every state could tip the balance," he told reporters. "That's what happened four years ago in Ohio." Outsiders often mix up the names Ohio and Idaho—just last week, MSNBC's Dan Abrams kicked off a show about Craig's resignation by saying, "The most likely scenario by far is that by October, there will be a new senator from Ohio." But until now, nobody ever mixed up the two states' politics. Republicans have carried Idaho 10 times in a row, usually by 30-40 points. The GOP might think twice about Giuliani if he needs Idaho to tip the balance.

Ironically, with his record on abortion, guns, and immigration, Giuliani might be the one Republican nominee who could put Idaho in play—for a right-wing third-party candidate. Ross Perot came within a point of finishing second in 1992. Against the right conservative, Giuliani might be in danger of running third.

On his visit, Giuliani sounded a bit out of place, promising that he wouldn't "succumb to the pessimism, defeatism, and a kind of diminishment that the Democrats will bring." That's not how we talk in Idaho—and if we did, we'd use the preferred form, diminution.

On his way to Idaho, Hizzoner stopped in Iowa (no relation). He told Iowans their concerns reminded him of voters from Staten Island: "It's the closest thing that New York City has to—I wouldn't call it rural, but suburbs."

Giuliani held his Idaho fund-raiser on Kidd Island Bay, which is the closest thing Coeur d'Alene has to, well, islands. The lakeshore homes near Kidd Island Bay command top dollar. But Kidd Island itself is about 20 feet across, maybe half that during the spring runoff. After World War II, a returning soldier tried to settle on Kidd Island under an obscure provision that allowed veterans to claim islands as their property. He and his wife built a stone retaining wall around the island and lived there awhile, although she complained that a neighbor on land was staring at her through binoculars. The couple had to leave after another landowner convinced a court to rule that if the water level were lower, the place would no longer be an island.

Today, Kidd Island Bay is filling up with sediment from all the subdivisions. But happily, no one has figured out how to put a house on Kidd Island. In the old days, the few brave souls who lived on the bay could skate across the lake to the town movie theater. The theater is gone now, and the lake doesn't freeze like it used to, so everyone has a satellite dish.

As a Camp Fire Girl, my wife used to earn beads by making the half-mile swim to Kidd Island and back from Camp Neewahlu. The camp closed a few years ago. The Camp Fire Girls sold it for $2 million to former NYPD Blue star Dennis Franz, confirming everybody's suspicion that no matter what Giuliani says, anybody who cared that much about crime would leave New York City and move to Idaho.

Giuliani raised $50-100,000 in Coeur d'Alene. A few days after he left, local Democrats held their annual fund-raiser, the Huckleberry Social, where they auctioned off homemade huckleberry pies, cakes, and ice cream. The hot, dry summer made for lousy huckleberry picking and drove the price of berries above $10 a quart, so Democrats struggled to break even.

Coeur d'Alene probably won't be lucky enough to go another quarter-century without seeing another presidential candidate. A mammoth bloc of $5 million vacation condos just opened by the floating green, which will draw more millionaires the way huckleberries attract grizzlies. Giuliani was just another reminder: It's a nice place to live, and a shame so many rich folks have to visit. ... 4:32 P.M. (link)

Wednesday, Sept. 5, 2007 

He's Back: Last year, a South African parody of Brokeback Mountain called Bangbroek Mountain offered theatergoers the chance to choose between a happy ending and a sad ending. But one man's happy ending is an entire state's worst nightmare. Of all the things the people of Idaho ever wanted to hear from Larry Craig, the last words on earth would be, "I wish I knew how to quit you."

Long before Craig's staff tried to bring him back from the dead yesterday, Jerry Seinfeld was already telling reporters in Las Vegas that the Craig scandal is "one of the greatest things to ever have happened" to comedy. Tuesday's news was a comic revival. Every few years, the long-suffering people of Idaho wonder what our politicians will do for an encore. We're never sure how they'll choose to embarrass us, but in the end, they always come through.

Yet even in Idaho, we're not used to seeing the deceased get up and walk out of their own funeral. At Craig's press conference on Saturday morning, several Boiseans in the crowd cheered when he announced his plans to resign. Imagine our surprise to learn that moments earlier, he had called his lawyer claiming he was being railroaded and plotting to fight the charges. Larry Craig doesn't just know how to tap his toes. He knows how to cross them.

Three months after being arrested for lewd conduct in a restroom, and three days after announcing "my intent to resign from the Senate effective September 30th," Craig seems to have decided that in both cases, intent is in the eye of the beholder. All summer, he refused to share his secret with a lawyer. Now he's hiring lawyers everywhere. Today, his legal team asked the Senate ethics committee to drop its investigation into "purely personal conduct unrelated to the performance of official Senate duties." He also has hired Minneapolis counsel to try to undo his guilty plea.

Craig's Republican colleagues must be checking the schedule for the next bus they can throw him under. But if Sen. Craig needs a legal defense fund, Idaho Democrats will be happy to contribute. The state's Democrats haven't had a lucky break in 40 years. Last week's flameout seemed to follow the same pattern, as the biggest sex scandal in Idaho history quickly looked to be the shortest.

After a weekend off, Idahoans are back to scratching their heads about their fallen senator. One political expert, Randy Stapilus, points to the long, sorry saga of Bob Packwood, another Republican senator from the Pacific Northwest forced to leave in disgrace. Packwood spent nearly three years fighting sexual harassment charges, until finally resigning after the Senate ethics committee recommended his expulsion. Craig may be the only politician in history to suffer from Packwood envy.

Craig defense attorney Stan Brand warned the ethics committee not to "spawn progeny that even the Committee wouldn't want." The turn of phrase, while curious, was oddly appropriate. For if there has been one constant in Larry Craig's 27-year congressional career, it's that the man hates salmon. Former Idaho Rep. Helen Chenoweth drew headlines by asking how groceries can sell canned salmon if the fish is endangered. But Craig has always been the one conservatives count on to stop scientists from intervening to save the wild salmon from extinction. He has spoken out so strongly on the issue that when his own number was up, one tribal news service ran the headline, "Sen. Craig, Salmon Opponent, Guilty in Airport Incident."

Craig won't last long enough to beat the salmon. But as his political career swims upstream to die, he might feel like one. ... 4:02 P.M. (link)

Friday, Aug. 31, 2007 

Flushed Away: The transcript of Larry Craig's interview with the arresting officer, Sgt. Dave Karsnia, contains a career's worth of awkward moments. At one point, Karsnia asked, "Have you been successful in these bathrooms before?" Craig's reply: "I go to that bathroom regularly." The sole bright spot for the senator was when the sergeant asked, "Have you got it on?" Luckily for Craig, Karsnia was talking to his fellow police officer about the tape recorder. 

In the end, another exchange may turn out to have been the most prescient. Early in the interview, Karsnia told Craig, "I don't want to get into a pissing match here"—surely the best advice ever shared between two men who've just left the bathroom. Craig answered, "We're not going to," and later added, "I'm not gonna fight you."

During the two months since his fateful layover, Larry Craig has had plenty of chances to stand up for himself in the courts of Minnesota or the court of public opinion. But as he prepares to announce his plans on Saturday, he finds himself trapped, unable to fight or switch.

Few Idahoans' political careers have lasted longer than Craig's, and none has ended more abruptly. Only the legendary Sen. William F. Borah served more years in Congress—and until this week, most assumed Craig would run for re-election so he could one day break Borah's record. At 62, Craig has spent most of his life in public office, since winning a state Senate seat at the age of 29.

But a long public life has proved no match for an embarrassing private one. In five business days, Craig has been abandoned by most of the political allies he made over the course of four decades. He had to resign from the Romney campaign on Monday and his Senate committees on Wednesday. Republican Senate colleagues, from Minority Leader Mitch McConnell to John McCain and John Ensign, joined the chorus. Poor Craig can't read the graffiti on the wall through all the handwriting.

On Thursday night, even the most disgraced Republican of our times, Tom DeLay, weighed in: "When you have members that have problems or scandals and they are found guilty, the Republican Party does the right thing and kicks them out." Oh, for the good old days when Republican congressional scandals were just about money.

Across Idaho, newspapers that had regularly endorsed Craig's campaigns demanded his resignation. On Friday morning, the Republican National Committee sent word that it had drafted a letter calling on Craig to resign, but would hold it long enough for him to jump. Officials with the Idaho Republican Party leaked that Gov. Butch Otter had already chosen Lt. Gov. Jim Risch as Craig's successor. From the Beltway to Boise, Republicans dropped Craig like what he had become—a hot potato. 

Idaho Democrats were hoping Craig would fight for his political life a little longer. By making Craig walk the plank and naming a new incumbent to his seat, Republicans believe they can reclaim their generic edge going into the 2008 Senate race.

Friday's papers focused on what the loss of Craig's seat might cost the state. "Idaho could lose millions," an Idaho Statesman subhed declared, reporting that Craig "sometimes boasted that he brought home $2.5 million a week to Idaho in the form of federal grants." Republicans may be under fire for anti-gay hypocrisy, but their anti-government hypocrisy is still going strong. 

Idahoans will happily accept the loss of Craig's clout if it means the loss of Craig's cloud. That way, residents could get back to celebrating Thursday night's season-opening victory by 24th-ranked Boise State, which has the longest winning streak in the country. After this week, folks are even looking forward to Saturday's mismatch between top-ranked Southern California and the University of Idaho, whose coach wrote "113" on the chalkboard to motivate a team ranked 113th out of 121 Division 1-A football schools. Most Idahoans feel the way the Vandal defense will feel when the Trojans are through Saturday—not sure what all that was about, but glad to have it over. 

At the very end of their interview, Sgt. Karsnia told Craig, "Embarrassing, embarrassing. No wonder why we're going down the tubes." Republicans couldn't have said it better. ... 5:55 P.M. (link)

Thursday, Aug. 30, 2007 

The Answer Is No: The national headquarters for fighting wildfires is in Boise, Idaho. But as they watch Larry Craig's political future go up in smoke, Idahoans have decided to let this one burn out of control. On Tuesday, an editorial in the Idaho Statesman warned against a rush to judgment. Two days later, the newspaper became the third major daily in the state to decide enough was enough. Conservative bloggers have also joined the call for Craig's resignation, and online polls up and down the state are running overwhelmingly against him. 

Most Idahoans feel a mixture of disgust with Craig and sadness for his family. Yet at the same time, we have our own reputation to think of. Idaho may not have nearly as much baggage as the national Republican leaders who've been so quick to distance themselves from Craig. But a series of embarrassing politicians—and high-profile interlopers like the Aryan Nations and Mark Fuhrman—has left Idahoans pretty tired of being laughed at. 

So, after a few days under Craig's cloud, many Idahoans seem to have concluded that rather than get laughed at for defending the guy, they'd rather be the ones leading the laughter. The Statesman editorial demanding Craig's resignation declared, "We cannot afford, as a state with but four congressional representatives, to have a senator who merely provides fodder for bloggers and late-night talk show hosts." Then the same edition of the paper gave readers a roundup of the latest Craig jokes from Leno and Letterman.

Up north, the state's self-proclaimed "Singing Columnist," Doug Clark, has skewered Craig with his own toe-tapping parody song and video. Clark has spent most of his career as an editor and columnist at two of the most conservative papers in America, the Coeur d'Alene Press and the Spokesman-Review. But far from shedding any tears, his video parody is karaoke-bar gleeful.

Set to the tune of Tony Orlando's "Knock Three Times," the lyrics include:

Tap three times with your loafer if you want me.
Twice on the tank – if the answer is no….
(Tap. Tap. Tap.)
Means you'll meet me in the stall-way.
Twice on the tank means you just gotta go. ...
and later:

(Tap. Tap. Tap.)
He's unbuckling his beltway.
White and far right means you're from Idaho. 
Singing Tony Orlando parodies may not seem like a great leap forward for Idaho's reputation. But a state where the license plates say "Famous Potatoes" isn't asking for much. Besides, we don't feel much like singing the state song right now, especially the verse, "There's truly one state in this great land of ours/ Where ideals can be realized/ The pioneers made it so for you and me/ A legacy we'll always prize." 

So, Tony-Orlando-and-john is a start. And by Jiminy, our message is clear: You won't have Idaho to kick around anymore. ... 4:52 P.M. (link)

Wednesday, Aug. 29, 2007 

Don't Go Near the Men's Room: The front page of Larry Craig's hometown paper, the Treasure Valley Journal, shows an ominous full-page photo of a town car surrounded by a SWAT team of gun-toting police. Luckily for Craig, it's a monthly that has been on the stands awhile, with a photo from this summer's community relations night for the Eagle, Idaho, police. 

In just about every other Idaho newspaper this morning, the guns are all pointed at Craig. My hometown paper, the Coeur d'Alene Press—one of the most Republican newspapers in the state—called on Craig to resign in a scathing editorial titled, "Trust violated, there is no future, Senator." The Press said it had reached that conclusion not as a moral judgment on the allegations against Craig, nor because of "his tepid stance in the Iraq War or his unpopular support of President Bush's proposed immigration reform," but because "the people of Idaho cannot trust their most powerful representative in the nation's capital." 

But another story on the front page of the Press poses an even bigger hurdle for Craig: Now Idahoans might start blaming him every time they need to find a bathroom.

The Press warns residents about a notorious rest stop that police have been watching for years. Here's the lede:

"People are scrutinizing public restrooms in light of U.S. Sen. Larry Craig's arrest and conviction in Minneapolis this summer. And close to home, it's not a pretty sight. Motorists taking a break at the Huetter rest stop between Coeur d'Alene and Post Falls might want to think twice before venturing near the men's restroom."
In the accompanying photo, the rest stop looks harmless enough. But the caption makes it sound like it should come with its own SWAT team: "The Huetter rest stop along Interstate 90 has had its share of problems with sexual deviants and an anonymous source tells The Press it's still happening." 

Twenty years ago, the school superintendent from nearby Post Falls had to resign after being arrested in a rest stop sting operation. Citing a confidential source, the paper says "people would be shocked to learn" that the rest stop is a "hub" for "deviant sexual behavior in North Idaho." The same source goes on to warn that perpetrators frequent several rest stops throughout the region.

D.F. Oliveria, a blogger at a nearby paper, asked readers today, "Do you feel safe using public restrooms?" The first respondent says sensibly, "Not for sex!" 

The Idaho Statesman, which Craig blamed for his guilty plea, has yet to call for the senator's resignation. [Update: Now it has.] One Idaho cartoonist showed Craig shouting, "I am not gay. The Idaho Statesman is gay."

But across the state, man-on-the-street interviews were gloomy for the man-in-the-men's-room. Most residents told reporters that Craig's days are numbered. The most encouraging comment came from a Nampa businessman who told the Idaho Press-Tribune, "If the Catholic Church can survive what they've been through, Larry Craig'll be fine."

An overnight poll taken Tuesday showed most Idahoans believe Craig should resign. The margin was 55 percent to 34 percent, which is about how much Democrats usually lose by. The restroom panic will only add to the feeling that Craig's gotta go, so everyone else can. ... 3:24 P.M. (link)
Tuesday, Aug. 28, 2007
Jiminy God!: My first job after college was helping my friend Larry LaRocco run for Congress against a first-termer named Larry Craig. When Craig held a surprise press conference implicating himself in an emerging House page scandal by denying any involvement, our deputy campaign manager turned to LaRocco and said, "Congratulations, Congressman." We saw the press's death march around Craig and assumed Idahoans would jump to the same conclusion.
House Republicans lost 27 seats that year. But Larry Craig kept his and hasn't had a tough race since.
If Missouri is the Show-Me State, Idaho is the Don't-Show-Me State. Voters have been content to know that Craig is Republican; anything else would be too much information. If you want to know why we chose to live in our own private Idaho, this case seems like a pretty good reason.
Craig will have a much harder time keeping his job this time, after pleading guilty to a charge of disorderly conduct in a Minneapolis men's room. Senate Republican leaders have called for an ethics investigation. Idaho's top political prognosticator, Randy Stapilus, predicts that Craig will resign or decline to run again.
Other states expect a lot from government and from their elected leaders. As a result, Idaho often seems like the Lake Wobegon of American politics, where the women are strong, the men are good-looking, and the politicians are below average.
But in many ways, the Craig affair is a perfect storm of the suspicions that make Idahoans so conflicted about politics in the first place. As a rule, we don't trust government, we don't trust politicians, and we've always had our doubts about public restrooms.
The Craig case puts many of Idaho's most cherished beliefs to the test. Next to Alaska, Idaho is probably the most libertarian state in the country. Not everyone agreed with the late Rep. Helen Chenoweth that the federal government was tracking Americans with black helicopters. But Idahoans weren't looking for much else from their congressman, so while the rest of the country laughed at Chenoweth, Idaho's attitude was, "Better safe than sorry."
After the FBI wounded Aryan sympathizer and alleged illegal guns dealer Randy Weaver (and killed his wife) in a 1992 raid, an Idaho jury acquitted him and dismissed the gun charges as entrapment. In 1984, Idaho Rep. George Hansen was sentenced to prison for falsifying his financial disclosure forms and came within 68 votes of winning re-election.
As a senior in high school, I spent three months as a page in the Idaho State Senate. Female pages complained about a legislator of Strom Thurmond vintage, but young State Sen. Craig never gave us trouble. The legislature's main achievements that year were laws banning state police from using radar or requiring motorcycle helmets.
If it weren't for the guilty plea, it's hard to say what verdict an Idaho jury would give in the Craig case. Idahoans approved a same-sex marriage amendment that puts government in the bedroom. But any state that has trouble with radar and motorcycle helmets could have qualms about putting government in the bathroom.
In Washington, D.C., where I've spent the past two decades, everyone lives and breathes politics. In Idaho, people are so used to fresh air, they choke on political news, even in small doses. Yesterday D.F. Oliveria, a journalist and popular blogger in my hometown, ran an online poll asking whether Craig could survive the scandal. In the first 24 hours, a grand total of 6 Idahoans responded.

When a gay blogger ran anonymous allegations against Craig last fall, the Idaho Statesman, the biggest newspaper in the state, declined to run the rumors. The Statesman decided to conduct its own investigation—and didn't even print the results of its investigation until after Roll Call broke the story of Craig's arrest.
The newspaper interviewed more than 300 people who've known Craig—neighbors, childhood friends, and 41 of his University of Idaho fraternity brothers. In May, a few weeks before the Minneapolis arrest, the Statesman interviewed Craig and his wife, and played a tape from the man who made the online allegations.
The report is exhaustive, interesting, and inconclusive. Read it for yourself, and the one thing you can be sure of is that Larry Craig's favorite epithet is "Jiminy!" He told the Statesman, "I don't go around anywhere hitting on men, and by God, if I did, I wouldn't do it in Boise, Idaho! Jiminy!" After his wife listened to the tape and told the newspaper she was incensed it would "consider such a piece of trash as a credible source," Craig let loose with, "Jiminy God!"
At a press conference Tuesday, Craig blamed his guilty plea on the pressure he felt from what he called the Statesman's eight-month-long "witch hunt." Craig might have been better off claiming his layover was entrapment by the common enemy so many Idaho flyers love to hate, Minnesota-based Northwest Airlines.
Garrison Keillor once said that folks in Lake Wobegon believe in forgiving their neighbor, but first they want to hear details. Idahoans are in no mood to forgive Craig. But—Jiminy God!—we've heard enough details. ... 6:37 P.M. (link)


the spectator
Talkin' World War III
The return of the repressed.
By Ron Rosenbaum
Thursday, November 29, 2007, at 6:07 PM ET 
Could we have a little talk about World War III? It's back again, that phrase, and it doesn't look like it's going to go away soon.

This past month may be remembered as the one when World War III broke out. Not the thing itself, obviously, but the concept, the memory, the nightmare, which had been buried in the basement of our cultural consciousness since the end of the Cold War. The beast suddenly broke out of the basement and it's in our face again. The return of the repressed. 

There was George Bush's Oct. 17 warning that "if you're interested in avoiding World War III," you ought to worry about the prospect of Iranian nukes. Many found the phrase jolting, coming out of the blue. First, because it had not been in widespread use, certainly not from a White House podium, and second because "World War III" generally connotes a global nuclear war, while Bush was speaking about regional scenarios involving Iran and Israel. Why the sudden rhetorical escalation?

Especially coming from the man who has the "nuclear football," the black briefcase with the Emergency War Orders, always by his side, and enough megatonnage at his disposal to threaten the existence of the entire human race. 

Then, a few days after Bush's Oct. 17 shocker, I came upon a less widely noticed, perhaps even more ominous quote, originally published two weeks earlier in London's usually reliable Spectator, in a story about the Sept. 6 Israeli raid on that alleged Syrian nuclear facility. A quote from a "very senior British ministerial source" contending, "[I]f people had known how close we came to world war three that day there'd have been mass panic." Here, it wasn't Bush theorizing about the future; it was a responsible official saying we'd already come close to Armageddon.

And then there was the "mistake" that came to light about the same time as the Israeli raid, the mistake in nuclear weapons handling, which allowed—for the first time in 40 years—six nuclear warheads to be flown over U.S. airspace, suspended from the wing of a long-range B-52 bomber en route from Minot, N.D., to Barksdale, La., a staging point for Mideast missions. And though the incident appears to have been an accident, it set off seething blogospheric speculation about its connection to the Israeli raid, and a prospective U.S. raid on Iran. Could it have been a signal of sorts? Even if it was a simple error, the unauthorized flight of the exposed nukes betrayed profound flaws in our control of our nuclear arsenal. Suddenly, the bombs that we knew, on some level, were there somewhere, were out in the open, waving: Hey, we're still here! 

And now we have the crisis in Pakistan, one that portends a nightmare scenario in which Pakistan's so-called "Islamic bomb" falls into the hands of al-Qaida sympathizers. Such an outcome would put us on a fast-track route to World War III, because logic would dictate an immediate attack on those Pakistani nukes before they could be dispersed or launched, and logic on the other side would dictate that their new possessors launch or disperse them as soon as possible under a "use it or lose it" threat. 

Finally, there was the almost unprecedented declassification of an element of the U.S. nuclear war plan formerly known as the Strategic Integrated Operating Plan, now called OPLAN 8044. The heavily redacted document, obtained under the Freedom of Information Act by Hans M. Kristensen, a nuke specialist at the Federation of American Scientists, is almost completely blanked out, save for a few headings suggesting that we have off-the-shelf plans for nuking "regional" states, a phrase Kristensen believes applies to states that have weapons of mass destruction programs, such as North Korea and Iran. Soon, if not already, one can be sure, there will be "robust contingency plans" for Pakistan, as Martin Walker put it recently in the New York Times. 

And—as if demonstrating a kind of synchronicity in the collective unconscious—the cultural realm has begun to break out with World War III talk. We've had publication of two new books, Richard Rhodes' history of the Cold War nuclear arms race, Arsenals of Folly, which takes us up to 1986 and the failure of the superpowers to ban the bomb, and Jonathan Schell's utopian revival of the cause of nuclear abolitionism in The Seventh Decade. 

In somewhat less serious but no less noteworthy instances, this month has also seen the release of a deranged but somehow appealing film, Southland Tales, which envisions World War III beginning with a nuclear attack on Abilene, Texas. Add to that the prerelease announcement of Tom Clancy's EndWar, a World War III video game ("for advanced systems only"). And, oh, yes, the folk singer at the Atlantic magazine's anniversary party and his World War III ballad. (I'll get to that.) 

World War III hasn't broken out, but an apprehensive foreboding about it certainly has. Of course, World War III has never gone away, in the sense that there are some 500 Minuteman missiles alone, lurking out there in underground silos below the northern great plains; all of them, according to Kristensen, "on high alert"—meaning ready to fire on command in 15 minutes or less—and many more on submarines and ready to load on bombers. They're no longer targeted on the former Soviet Union but are easily re-targetable. 

As the saying goes, nuclear war has until recently been "forgotten but not gone," the ghost at the feast. First, there was the decade-long "holiday from history," from the fall of the Wall to the fall of the Twin Towers. And then a different kind of nightmare supplanted nuclear war, the one that went by the name "the next 9/11." 

Let's pause here for a bit of comparative nightmare-ology. Not to diminish the horror of a "next 9/11," but 3,000 died that day. At the height of the Cold War, the estimate for the number of killed in a U.S.-USSR nuclear war ranged from a low of 200 million to a high of everyone, the death of the human species from an Earth made uninhabitable by nuclear winter. Or, as one nuclear strategist once memorably put it, "the death of consciousness." 

It didn't happen back then, in part, we now know, because of blind luck (misleading radar warnings on both sides that could have been, but weren't, taken as signals for launch). And because back then, despite the madness of Mutually Assured Destruction deterrence doctrine, there were only two main players, both semirational monoliths with an interest in their own survival. 

Now, there are at least eight nuclear nations and who knows how many "nonstate actors," as the euphemism for terrorist groups goes. And some of these nonstate actors have adopted an ideology of suicidal martyrdom, even when it comes to nukes, and thus can't be deterred by the reciprocal threat of death. 

That's what's so sad about Jonathan Schell's admirable, idealistic book. He wants to believe that the genie can be put back in the bottle, that we can unring the bell, and, if not "disinvent" nuclear weapons, then make them disappear with well-meaning treaties. And yet, in the beginning of his book, he makes what seems like an irrefutable case that the end of his book—a plea for total abolition of nuclear weapons—seems to ignore. 

At the beginning of the book he notes that, yes, nuclear weapons can be destroyed, disabled, and decommissioned, but never disinvented. Ballistic-missile disarmament is relatively easy to monitor because missiles are so large. But bombs are different. Once information on how to make them gets out there, no matter what efforts good people employ to make them go away, bad people will keep building them. There is no foolproof inspection regime that wouldn't involve panopticonlike total surveillance of every human being on the planet to prevent what's known in the arms control trade as the "break-out" scenario, in which a group or nation takes advantage of a nuclear-disarmed world by assembling bombs clandestinely, and then putting their nuclear superiority to use.

In other words, I hate to say it this way, but if nuclear arms are outlawed, only outlaws will have nuclear arms. Even gun-control advocates, and I am one, don't believe that the abolition of all guns is possible or necessarily desirable. An outlaw with a gun can rob a gas station. If nukes are outlawed, an outlaw with nukes can rule or destroy the world, or blackmail it at the very least. Do we want a world where the only nondisarmed nuclear power is al-Qaida? What's to prevent such an outcome in the abolitionist scheme? 

I don't want to be alarmist (actually I do, or rather I'd like you to share my sense of alarm), but I'm surprised there isn't a greater sense of concern about those Pakistani nukes. Forget Iran and Israel (Bush's hypothetical route to World War III). Pakistani nukes now represent the quickest shortcut to a regional nuclear war that could escalate to a global nuclear war. 

The instability of the Musharraf regime and uncertainty about its control of its "Islamic bomb"—actually an arsenal of nukes, including, reportedly, the long-range missiles they can be mounted on—has been a particular concern since 9/11. The key "unknown unknown" in the decision to invade Afghanistan was whether the considerable bloc of radical Islamist Taliban (if not al-Qaida) sympathizers within the Pakistani military and its notorious intelligence service, the ISI (which in fact helped create al-Qaida), would destabilize the Musharraf government. 

We dodged a bullet then. But now the once-shaky Musharraf regime is on the brink of collapse. Musharraf has survived assassination attempts before, and there is little likelihood that the forces behind those attempts have a diminished appetite for his demise, literal or political.

And consider this: In recent years entire regions of Pakistan have become safe havens for al-Qaida and (quite likely) Osama. Is it not possible that instead of pursuing elaborate schemes to buy nukes on the black market or smuggle an improvised radioactive "dirty bomb" into the United States, al-Qaida has been biding its time, burrowing its way into Pakistan, waiting for the Islamic bomb to drop into Bin Laden's lap? (I know: not a great choice of metaphor.) Because he thinks long term, he doesn't have to try to scrounge up some "loose nuke" from the former Soviet "stans"; he can just wait. He's one coup—or one bullet—away from being handed the keys to an entire arsenal of nuclear weapons. 

Those keys: Throughout the years since 9/11, when Pakistan was supposedly our valiant ally against terrorism, various leaks and hints have offered false reassurances that the United States had in some way "secured" the Pakistani nuclear arsenal. That we were virtually in the control rooms with a hand on the switch. 

But then, in the wake of the new threats to Musharraf's precarious regime, came the New York Times front-pager on Nov. 18 (one month after Bush's "World War III" pronouncement in the White House) on the nature of U.S. "control" over Pakistani nukes. The Times had held this story for more than three years at the behest of the Bush administration. This time, when discussion of the issue in Pakistan became more public in the midst of the crisis and the Times told the administration it wanted to publish, the White House withdrew its request for a hold. If people in the administration withdrew their request because they thought the story would be in any way reassuring, they are, to put it mildly, out of their minds.

The rumors circulating that the United States was somehow in Pakistani launch control rooms, presumably exercising some control, turn out to be—the Times story revealed—wishful thinking. In fact, the American efforts appear to have been aimed at preventing an "unauthorized" launch, a scenario in which al-Qaida or some terrorist group steals a weapon and tries to use it.

But the real danger is not "unauthorized" launches but unwelcome "authorized" ones. The real worry is what happens when Musharraf falls, which seems at least a good possibility. What happens if the authority to authorize a launch falls into the hands of either al-Qaida-sympathizer elements in the military and intelligence service or, worst case, al-Qaida itself? After all, polls in Pakistan have consistently shown Bin Laden to be more popular than Musharraf. From a cave to a nuclear control room is not an utterly unforeseeable nightmare. 

I think this is the urgent debate question that should be posed to both parties' candidates. What happens if Pakistan falls into the hands of al-Qaida-inclined elements? What happens if Musharraf hands over the launch authorization codes before he's beheaded? 

Don't kid yourself: At this very moment, there's a high probability that this scenario is being wargamed incessantly in the defense and intelligence ministries of every nuclear nation, most particularly the United States, Russia, and Israel.

War is just a shot away, a well-aimed shot at Musharraf. But World War III? Not inevitably. Still, in any conflict involving nukes, the steps from regional to global can take place in a flash. The new "authorized" users of the Islamic bomb fire one or more at Israel, which could very well retaliate against Islamic capitals and perhaps bring retaliation upon itself from Russia, which may have undeclared agreements with Iran, for instance, that calls for such action if the Iranians are attacked. 

If Pakistan is the most immediate threat, U.S., Israeli, and Iranian hostilities over Iranian bomb-making may be the most likely to go global. That may have been what the "very senior" British official was talking about when he said the Israeli raid on Syria brought us "close ... to a third world war." Iranian radar could easily have interpreted the Israeli planes as having its nuclear facilities as their target. On Nov. 21, Aviation Week reported online that the United States participated in some way in the Israeli raid by providing Israel information about Syrian air defenses. And Yossi Melman, the intelligence correspondent with Haaretz, reported a few days later that—according to an Israeli defense specialist—the raid wasn't about a nuclear reactor but something more "nasty and vicious," a plutonium assembly plant where plutonium, presumably from North Korea, was being processed into Syrian bombs. 

Hans Kristensen, a highly knowledgeable and low-key observer of these matters, told me the whole thing still seems "murky" to him, which is not a good sign. 

I don't want to spoil your day, but all of this has spoiled mine, so I want to share, if you know what I mean. Since the "holiday from history," we have never been in greater danger of a nuclear breakout. 

Which brings me to the folk singer at the Atlantic's anniversary party. The party has become somewhat famous or infamous, but the high point for me was not the attractive contortionist writhing around at the lip of the stage; for me, it was hearing—in the midst of all my World War III maunderings—the folk singer they hired bust out with a World War III ballad. 

Only, he didn't call
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