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INTRODUCTION

As the French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville came off the boat in New York in 1831 to begin his famous tour of the fledgling America, he was greeted with tumult. Had there been a tourist bureau at the dock, the banner of greeting might have read: “Welcome to democracy! Protect your own sanity. Bring earplugs.”

Even now, all these years later, that tumult—the cacophony of a fractious, insatiable, and rambunctious people—is no less bewildering. Our national dissonance continues to play havoc with journalists trying to make sense of it. When we returned to PBS with Bill Moyers Journal in the spring of 2007, we knew that, as always, we were in for a romp, arduous yet invigorating. Our time on the air coincided with momentous events: the final years of the Bush White House, the turbulent 2008 election campaign that culminated in the election of America’s first African American president, the first fifteen months of the Obama administration (including fierce national debates over health care, financial reform, and the escalation of the war in Afghanistan), and the worst global economic meltdown since the Great Depression.

We covered all of these as journalists, not oracles. But events that seemed singular, even isolated, turned out to be part of a procession with consequences not immediately discernible. It is now evident that the independentminded thinkers we kept talking to foresaw much of what the country is experiencing today. Simon Johnson and James K. Galbraith told us that in the aftershocks of the financial earthquake those responsible for it would continue to prosper, resisting new regulations and picking profit from the  ruins of the lives they had helped shatter. Wendell Potter, the health insurance executive turned health care reformer, prepared us for the glasshalf-empty compromise that would follow. The physician-turned-activist Margaret Flowers, while heartening in her willingness to organize and advocate, anticipated the futility of fighting, much less hoping, for public health insurance that would make Medicare available to all.

The Washington Post’s Robert Kaiser described how the power of money and lobbyists, given their greed and political clout, would undoubtedly frustrate true reform. The historian Andrew Bacevich, West Point graduate and Vietnam veteran, warned that the excesses of empire and hubris were reaching a point of no return. Sam Tanenhaus, Victor Gold, Ross Douthat, and Mickey Edwards spoke about the death of traditional conservatism but saw in its throes the rage that emerged in Tea Party candidacies and the resurgence of the right in the 2010 midterm elections.

This is a book of ideas and—we hope—stimulating conversation, one you can dip into at will. It exists because the issues and ideas we discussed remain pertinent in the here and now; their significance did not end when the closing credits rolled. We still must struggle with the deep and systemic corruption of power and money and the vast chasm of inequality between rich and poor that is the consequence of that corruption. As James K. Galbraith said recently, our democracy increasingly is one ruled by an “extremely small number of the extremely fortunate, which is not a democracy at all.”

These stories and conflicts do not die. The health care reform story is far from over, as the Republican leadership and the Chamber of Commerce vow to have it changed or completely repealed—read “destroyed.” And we continue to look away as American soldiers die in Afghanistan; we worry about poverty, hunger, and the quality of the food we eat; the degeneration of our cities and the education system; race politics and injustice; human rights and torture during an age of terrorism; the war between Palestinians and Israelis; aging in America; capital punishment and a blighted penal system; the conflict over gay marriage; and the politicization of our courts. All of these matters are reflected in these pages.

We also know that too much tumult is hard on the nerves. And while the political upheavals and economic woes were foremost on just about everyone’s mind, we at the Journal took regular breaks to protect our—and our viewers’—sanity. Indeed, our first guest was Jon Stewart, whose wit is a contagious  conveyor of wisdom; our last was the writer Barry Lopez, who never mentioned politics but left us thinking about how to endure the bleakness it sometimes visits upon us and how to seek the justice that truly should be its end. In between these two, Robert Bly, Nikki Giovanni, W.S. Merwin, Martín Espada, and John Lithgow read poetry and opened breathing room amidst the clamor and dissonance around us; Jane Goodall brought a smile to the heart as she talked about what chimpanzees teach us about coping with the tumult; Maxine Hong Kingston quickened our longing for books of peace; and E.O. Wilson reminded us, amidst all the clashing of political egos and gnashing of pundit teeth, that it’s “the little things that run the world.” When we did return to politics, as duty so often required, there were harbingers of hope—from the historians Howard Zinn and Nell Painter to the populist Jim Hightower, who spoke of Americans in our past who did not give up when democracy was on the ropes. Their fighting spirit might once again turn the past to prologue.

These are a few of the conversations awaiting you within these pages; in some cases small changes have been made for accuracy and clarity. There were many other interviews—especially those focused so exclusively on the week’s events—that we could not include, but each of them is available for viewing: Just go to our website at pbs.org/moyers. All were of value and we are thankful for each one.

This book, like the Journal itself, is the love’s labor of many. Neither would have happened except for the leadership of our executive editor, Judith Davidson Moyers, and our executive producers, Judy Doctoroff O’Neill and Sally Roy. They fielded a remarkably talented team of so many standouts that we can’t mention them all, but we are especially indebted to Rebecca Wharton and Ana Cohen Bickford for their ability to recognize and recruit some of the best thinkers in the country to appear on the broadcast. Helen Silfven and Ismael Gonzalez worked for months to help bring this book to fruition. Robin Holland took the wonderful portraits that graced the broadcasts, our website, and now these pages.

There wouldn’t have been a Journal in the first place except for the individuals and organizations that provided the funding and asked nothing in return but the best journalism we could offer. They include John and Polly Guth and The Partridge Foundation; the Park Foundation; the Marisla Foundation; the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation; the Fetzer Institute; the Herb Alpert Foundation; Marilyn and Bob Clements  and The Clements Foundation; The Kohlberg Foundation; Bernard and Audre Rapoport and the Bernard and Audre Rapoport Foundation; Barbara Fleischman; Lillian and Jon Lovelace; the Orfalea Family Foundation; the Public Welfare Foundation; The Cornelia and Michael Bessie Foundation; and our sole corporate sponsor for twenty years, Mutual of America Life Insurance Company.

The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the Public Welfare Foundation, the Herb Alpert Foundation, and the Marisla Foundation provided special funding for the creation and publication of this book. We are especially grateful to Marc Favreau and the team at The New Press for wanting to continue the conversation.

 

—Bill Moyers and Michael Winship
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JON STEWART

Someone asked why I invited Jon Stewart to be the first guest on the Journal’s premiere in 2007. “Because Mark Twain isn’t available,” I answered. I was serious. Like Twain, Stewart has proven that truth is more digestible when it’s marinated in humor.

He and his writers craft political commentary the way Stradivarius made violins. Exquisitely. Just watch The Daily Show. Or, on a dark and stormy night, when the news from Washington has your stomach churning and your nerves jangling, dip into their book, America (The Book): A Citizen’s Guide to Democracy Inaction. You will instantly feel better. My favorite entry is their “inspirational” story of how the media “transformed itselffrom a mere public necessity into an entertaining profit center for ever-expanding corporate empires.” Unfortunately, this account will make you weep as much as laugh. Stewart regularly reminds us how the press botches the world, often deliberately. Witness his spot-on put-downs of Fox News, CNBC’s coverage of the global financial crisis, and the vapid bombast of CNN’s late and unlamented Crossfire, which came to an end soon after Stewart appeared on it and said, in effect, “Shame on you!”

The Daily Show’s humor would be funny enough even if it weren’t true, but truth is satire’s spermatozoon, and where it lands it leaves us not only laughing but thinking. Jon Stewart says he is just a comic, but I don’t think so. Look at his appeal to people who are alienated from American electoral politics. The  “Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear” that he and Stephen Colbert threw in Washington the Saturday before Election Day 2010 drew a quarter of a million people to the National Mall. His on-air support—and scathing attacks on opponents—of the health care legislation for 9/11 responders were considered critical to its passage by Congress. An appearance on The Daily Show has become a campaign stop for any national candidate willing to face Stewart’s barbed but respectful—and always well-informed—questioning.

Three days before Stewart appeared on the premiere of the Journal, he interviewed Senator John McCain on The Daily Show. McCain, in fact, had been his most frequent political guest, but this was surely one appearance he would like to take back. The senator had just returned from a visit to Iraq and he began the conversation with a “one of the boys” joke about planting an IED—the insurgents’ weapon of choice against American soldiers—under Stewart’s desk. There were groans from the audience. Stewart then went to work on him with the skeptic’s scalpel, and McCain, seemingly baffled by the facts of the war so readily brandished by Stewart, withered before our eyes. When the interview ended, one could imagine the inept candidate for president that McCain would turn out to be. It took Stewart to reveal what over the years the Sunday talk shows had helped McCain to conceal—that he was just another flesh-andblood politician, skilled at manipulating the press to serve his own ambition, and not the anticipated messiah.

A few years ago, Leslie Moonves, the president of CBS, said he could foresee a time when Stewart would replace Katie Couric as anchor of CBS Evening News. In fact, when Americans were asked to name the journalist they most admired, Stewart was right up there—tied in the rankings with Brian Williams, Tom Brokaw, Dan Rather, and Anderson Cooper.

No kidding.

—Bill Moyers
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You’ve said many times, “I don’t want to be a journalist, I’m not a journalist.”

And we’re not.

But you’re acting like one. You’ve assumed that role. The young people who work with me now think they get better journalism from you than they do from the Sunday morning talk shows.

I can assure them they’re not getting any journalism from us. If anything, when they watch our program we’re a prism into people’s own ideologies. This is just our take.

But it isn’t just you. Sometimes you’ll start a riff, you’ ll start down the path of a joke, and it’s about Bush or about Cheney, and your live audience will get it, they’ll start applauding even before they know the punch line. And I’m thinking, “Okay, they get it. That’s half the country.” What about the other half of the country—are they paying attention? If they are, do they get it?

We have very interesting reactions to our show. People are constantly saying, “Your show is so funny, until you made a joke about global warming, which is a serious issue, and I can’t believe you did that. And I am never watching your show again.” You know, people don’t understand that we’re not warriors for their cause. We’re a group of people who write jokes about the absurdity that we see in government and the world and all that, and that’s it.

We watched the McCain interview you did. Something was going on in that interview that I have not seen in any other interview you’ve done with a political figure. You kept after him. What was going on in your head?

In my head?

Yes.

“Are his arms long enough to connect with me if he comes across the table?” I don’t particularly enjoy those types of interviews, because I have a great respect for Senator McCain, and I hate the idea that our conversation became just two people sort of talking over each other, at one point. But I also, in my head, thought I would love to do an interview where the talking points of Iraq are sort of deconstructed—sort of the idea of, “Is this really the conversation we’re having about this war, that if we don’t defeat al-Qaeda in Iraq, they’ll follow us home? That to support the troops means not to question that the surge could work? That what we’re really seeing in Iraq is not a terrible war, but in fact just the media’s portrayal of it?”

I saw McCain shrivel.

Eight minutes on The Daily Show.

But something happened. You saw it happen to him. What you saw was evasive action.

He stopped connecting and just looked at my chest and decided, “I’m just going to continue to talk about honor and duty and the families should be proud,” all the things that are cudgels emotionally to keep us from the conversation, but things that weren’t relevant to what we were talking about.

So many people seem to want just what you did, somebody to cut through the talking points and get our politicians to talk candidly and frankly.

Not that many people. You’ve seen our ratings. Some people want it. A couple of people download it from iTunes. The conversation that the Senate and the House are having with the president is very similar to the conversation that McCain and I were having, which was two people talking over each other and nobody really addressing the underlying issues of what kind of country do we want to be, moving forward in this? And it’s not about being a pacifist or suggesting that you can never have a military solution to things. It’s just that it appears that this is not the smart way to fight this threat.

Your persistence and his inability to answer without the talking points did get to the truth—that there’s a contradiction to what’s going on in that war that they can’t talk about.

That’s right. There is an enormous contradiction, and it is readily apparent if you just walk through a simple sort of logic and simple rational points. But the thing that they don’t realize is that everyone wants them to come from beyond that contradiction so that we can all fix it. Nobody is saying, “We don’t have a problem.” Nobody is saying that “9/11 didn’t happen.” What they’re saying is, “We’re not a fragile country. Trust us to have this conversation, so that we can do this in the right way, in a more effective way.”

Why is the country not having this conversation, the kind of conversation that requires the politicians who are responsible for the war to be specific to the concerns of the American people?

Because I don’t think politics is any longer about a conversation with the country. It’s about figuring out how to get to do what you want. The best way to sell the product that you want to put out there. It’s sort of like dishwashing soap, you know, they want to make a big splash, so they decide to have more lemon, as though people are going to be like, “That has been the problem with my dishes! Not enough lemon scent!”

There seems a detachment emotionally and politically in this country from what is happening.

It’s very hard to feel the difficulties that the military goes through. It’s very hard to feel the difficulties of military families, unless you’re in that environment. And sometimes you have to force yourself to try and put yourself in other people’s shoes and environment to get the sense of that. One of the things that I think government counts on is that people are busy. And it’s very difficult to mobilize a busy and relatively affluent country, unless it’s over really crucial—you know, foundational issues, that come, sort of, as a tipping point.

“War? What war?”

War hasn’t affected us here in the way that you would imagine a five-year war would affect a country. Here’s the disconnect: that the president says that we are in the fight for a way of life. This is the greatest battle of our generation, and of the generations to come. Iraq has to be won, or our way of life ends, and our children and our children’s children all suffer. So what I’m going to do is send ten thousand more troops to Baghdad.

So there’s a disconnect there. You’re telling me this is the fight of our generation, and you’re going to increase troops by 10 percent. And that’s going to do it? I’m sure what he would like to do is send four hundred thousand more troops there, but he can’t, because he doesn’t have them. And the way to get that would be to institute a draft. And the minute you do that, suddenly the country’s not so damn busy anymore. And then they really fight back, then the whole thing falls apart. So they have a really delicate balance to walk between keeping us relatively fearful, but not so fearful that we stop what we’re doing and really examine how it is that they’ve been waging this.

But you were thinking this before you got McCain.

Sure, yes, this happened with McCain because he was unfortunate enough to walk into the studio. The frustration of our show is that we’re very much outside any parameters of the media or the government. We don’t have access to these people. We don’t go to dinners. We don’t have cocktail parties. You’ve seen what happens when one of us ends up at the White House

Correspondents’ Dinner; it doesn’t end well. So he was the unlucky recipient of pent-up frustration.

You know, the media’s been playing this big. CNN, USA Today ...

Well, they’ve got twenty-four hours to fill. You know, how many times can Anna Nicole Smith’s baby get a new father?

But what does it say about the press that the interview you did became news? And, in a way, reflected on the failure of the “professional” journalists to ask those kinds of questions?

I don’t know if it really reflects on the failure of them to ask. I think, first of all, for some reason, everything that we do or Stephen does—Stephen Colbert—is also then turned into news. The machine is about reporting the news, and then reporting the news about the news, and then having those moments where they sit around and go, “Are we reporting the news correctly? I think we are.” And then they go, and the cycle just sort of continues. I don’t know that there was anything particularly astonishing about the conversation, in that regard.

Have you lost your innocence?

What? Well, it was in 1981, it was at a frat party ... oh, I’m sorry ... You know, I think this is gonna sound incredibly pat, but I think you lose your innocence when you have kids, because the world suddenly becomes a much more dangerous place. There are two things that happen. You recognize how fragile individuals are, and you recognize the strength of the general overall group, but you don’t care anymore. You’re just fighting for the one thing. And then you also recognize that everybody is also somebody’s child. It’s tumultuous.

Your children are how old?

Two and a half and fourteen months.

So, has it been within that period of time that you made this transformation from the stand-up comic to a serious social and political critic?

I don’t consider myself a serious and social political critic.

But I do. And I’m your audience.

I guess I don’t spend any time thinking about what I am, or about what we  do means. I spend my time doing it. I focus on the task and try and do it as best we can. And we’re constantly evolving it, because it’s my way of trying to make sense of all these ambivalent feelings I have.

I watched the interview you did with the former Iraqi official, Ali Allawi. And I was struck that you were doing this soon after the massacre at Virginia Tech. It wasn’t your usual Daily Show banter. I said, “Something’s going on with Stewart there.” What was it?

Well, first of all, you know the process by which we put the show together is always going to be affected by the climate that we live in. And there was a pall cast over the country. But also you’re fighting your own sadness during the day. We feel no obligation to follow the news cycle. In other words, I felt no obligation to cover this story in any way, because we’re not, like I said, we’re not journalists. And at that point, there’s nothing sort of funny or absurd to say about it. But there is a sadness that you can’t escape, just within yourself. And I’m also interviewing a guy who’s just written a book about his experience living in Iraq, faced with the type of violence that we’re talking about on an unimaginable scale. And I think that the combination of that is very hard to shake.

And I know that my job is to shake it, and to perform. It wouldn’t be a very interesting show if I just came out one day and said, “I’m going to sit here in a ball and rock back and forth. And won’t you join me for a half hour of sadness?”

But that wasn’t performance when you were wrestling with the sadness you were feeling with him.

Well, I thought it was relevant to the conversation. I was obviously following the Internet headlines all day. And there was this enormous amount of space and coverage given to Virginia Tech, as there should have been. And I happened to catch sort of a headline lower down, which was “Two Hundred People Killed in Four Bomb Attacks in Iraq.” And I think my focus was on what was happening here versus sort of this peripheral vision thing that caught my eye. I felt guilty.

Guilty?

For not having the empathy for their suffering on a daily basis that I feel sometimes that I should.

Do you ever think that perhaps what I do in reporting documentaries about reality and what you do in poking some fun and putting some humor around the horrors of the world feed into the sense of helplessness of people?

No. I mean, again, I don’t know, because I don’t know how people feel. And you know, the beauty of TV is, they can see us, but we can’t see them. I think that if we do anything in a positive sense for the world, it’s to provide one little bit of context that’s very specifically focused, and hopefully people can add it to their entire puzzle to give them a larger picture of what it is that they see. But I don’t think it’s a feeling of hopelessness that people feel. If they’re feeling what we’re feeling, it’s that this is how we fight back. And I feel like the only thing that I can do, and I’ve been fired from enough jobs that I’m pretty confident in saying this, the only thing that I can do, even a little bit better than most people, is create that sort of context with humor. And that’s my way of not being helpless and not being hopeless.

Is Washington a better source for jokes now that the Democrats are in the majority?

It’s more fun for us, because we’re tired of the same deconstructed game.

Yeah, I saw that piece you did on the Democrats debating how to lose the war.

Right, exactly. This has been six years, you know; we’re worn down. And I look forward to a new game to play, something new. I mean, the only joy I’ve had in that time is having Stephen’s show come on the air and sort of give us a different perspective. And, you know, because it’s made of the same kind of genetic material as our show. It feels like it’s also freshened up our perspective and kind of completed our thought.

You could take me on as a correspondent.

We would love to take you on as a correspondent. You know, the pay is pretty bad.

Yeah, well, this is PBS. What would my assignment be? Would you want me to be your senior elderly correspondent?

I would like you to just sit in my office, and when I walk in, just lower your head and go, “That was ugly.” [image: 004]
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MICHAEL POLLAN

For a brief moment, reformers thought Barack Obama might include America’s corrupted food chain in the “agenda for change” that he would take to Washington as president. Time magazine had published a scathing indictment of our agricultural system as “a welfare program for the megafarms that use the most fuel, water and pesticides; emit the most greenhouse gases; grow the most fattening crops; hire the most illegals; and depopulate rural America.” Asked for his position, Obama told Time that the way we produce our food is “partly ... contributing to type 2 diabetes, stroke and heart disease, obesity, all the things that are driving our huge explosion in health care costs.” The farm lobby roared in protest. Obama buckled and took it back, saying he was “simply paraphrasing” an article he read.

And what an article! A bombshell landing right in the middle of the presidential campaign less than a month before the election, in the form of a nine-page open letter in The New York Times Magazine from journalist and omnivore Michael Pollan. He warned Obama and Republican candidate John McCain that significant progress on health care, energy independence, and climate change depends on something they “barely mentioned during the campaign: food.” The article triggered such a response that an online movement sprang up calling on President-elect Obama to name Michael Pollan secretary of agriculture.

A pity it didn’t happen. Pollan would have brought to Washington the activist zeal of Upton Sinclair and the same canny zest for making food both tasty and appealing that Julia Child brought to her kitchen. National magazines had tabbed him among the one hundred most influential people in the world, as well as one of the seven top thought leaders. He has written four bestselling books on food, including, most recently Food Rules: An Eater’s Manual. I wanted to know where he would have started if Obama had yielded to Pollan’s legions of admirers and made him secretary of agriculture.

—Bill Moyers

[image: 006]

How about that: Secretary Pollan?

I would be so bad at that job.

Why?

I have an understanding of my strengths and limitations. You have to understand that the Department of Agriculture, this $100-billion-a-year behemoth, is a captive of agribusiness. They’re in the room making policy there. When you have a food safety recall over meat, sitting there with the secretary of agriculture and his chief of staff is the head of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association.

It’s all worked out together. The department is part of the problem. They’re also very dependent on the legislation that the House and Senate Agricultural Committees cobble together. So I think you’d get swallowed up there very easily. If Obama wants to make change in this area, we’ll need a food policy czar in the White House, because the challenge is not just what we do with agriculture, it’s connecting the dots between agriculture and public health, between agriculture and energy and climate change, agriculture and education.

You need someone who can take a global view of the problem and realize that it’s an interdisciplinary problem. And if you hope to make progress in all these other areas, you have to make sure that if the surgeon general is going on about the epidemic of type 2 diabetes, you don’t want to be signing farm bills that subsidize high-fructose corn syrup at the same time.

Because?

High-fructose corn syrup contributes mightily, as do all sugars, to type 2 diabetes. And we are subsidizing cheap sweeteners by subsidizing corn. You have a war going on between the public health goals of the government and the agricultural policies. Only someone in the White House can force the realignment of those goals. For a start, what we’re after is looking at these commodity programs. Essentially the five crops we subsidize are corn, wheat, soy, rice, and cotton. We’ll leave cotton out because we don’t eat too much of it, although we do eat some cottonseed oil. Our farm policy for many years has been to increase production of those crops and keep the prices low.

And we have cheaper prices and plenty of food today.

You can walk into a fast-food outlet and get a bacon double cheeseburger, french fries, and soda for less than what you would get paid for an hour of work at the minimum wage. In the long sweep of human history, that’s an amazing achievement. But we’ve learned that overabundant, too-cheap food can be as much a problem as too little food.

Look at the health care crisis. We’re all eating 300 more calories a day than we were twenty-five years ago. We’ve gone from 2,000 or 2,300 to 2,600, something like that. We all weigh on average ten pounds more. And lo and behold, we have a serious epidemic of obesity, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, diet-related cancers. All these chronic diseases that kill us pretty reliably in America are adding more than $250 billion a year to health care costs. They are the reason that the generation being born now is expected to have a shorter life span than their parents, that one in three Americans born in the year 2000, according to the Centers for Disease Control, will have type 2 diabetes. That is a serious sentence. It takes several years off your life. It means an 80 percent chance of heart disease. It means you are going to be spending $14,000 a year in added health costs. So this is all about how we’re eating.

And you’re saying this is primarily the result of what we eat?

Yes. There are other factors, obviously. A sedentary lifestyle. Cane workers in Cuba can eat 6,000 calories of sugarcane a day, yet they don’t get diabetes because they burn it off. We don’t burn it off. So exercise is an issue, although exercise hasn’t changed dramatically in this same period that our public health has declined so much. When you have monocultures of corn  and soy in the fields, which is what we have because of our farm policy, you end up with a fast-food diet, because those crops are the building blocks of fast food. We turn the corn into high-fructose corn syrup to sweeten the sodas. We also turn the corn into cheap feedlot meat. The soy we also turn into cheap feedlot meat and hydrogenated soy oil, which is what our fast food is fried in. It has trans fats, known to be lethal. We are basically subsidizing fast food.

I laughed when I read in your New York Times Magazine article, “When we eat from the industrial food system, we are eating oil and spewing greenhouse gases.” Now, Michael, I don’t ever remember sitting do wn to a meal of yummy petroleum.

Well, we are eating oil and we obviously don’t see it.

How so?

How do you grow those giant monocultures of corn and soy? As soon as you plant a monoculture, which basically is lots of the same thing year after year, you risk depleting the fertility of the soil. How do you replenish the fertility? Fertilizer. How do you make fertilizer? It’s made with natural gas, diesel oil. So we actually have to spread huge quantities of oil or fossil fuels on our fields to keep the food coming.

When you grow a monoculture, you also get lots of pests. They love monocultures. You build up the population of the pests by giving them a vast buffet of exactly what they’ve evolved to eat. So how do you get rid of them? You use pesticides made from fossil fuels. When you grow corn and soy, you then have to process it. And so it takes ten calories of fossil fuel energy to produce one calorie of food—to make a Twinkie or something like that. It’s a very fuel-intensive process.

Look, nobody wants to see food prices go up. Nobody wants to see oil prices go up. But we understand that we are not going to change our energy economy unless we start paying a higher price for oil. We are not going to improve our health around food unless we pay the real cost of food.

Cheap food is actually incredibly expensive. Farm subsidies—that’s $25 billion a year spent to make food cheap. You look at the pollution effects—nitrates in the water, moms who can’t use tap water because their kids get blue baby syndrome from nitrogen in the water. You look at the public  health costs. You look at the cost to the atmosphere—the food system is the single biggest contributor to greenhouse gases.

You claim that we use more fossil fuel in producing food than we do in any other activity, including driving to work.

It’s more than personal transportation, absolutely. And you know, we don’t see that when we look at our food system.

You told us that food connects not only to health care but also to energy independence, to climate change, to national security—how do all the dots connect?

Well, when you have a big globalized food system based on a very small number of crops, first, you’re moving food everywhere. I mean, the supply chains of food are just absurd. We’re catching so-called sustainable salmon in Alaska. We ship it to China to get filleted and then we bring it back here. That’s how cheap Chinese labor is. We’re not going to be able to do that much longer. We’re selling sugar cookies to the country of Denmark, and we’re buying sugar cookies from the country of Denmark. And Herman Daly, the economist, said, “Wouldn’t it be more efficient to swap recipes?” I mean, these absurdities can’t continue. So energy is deeply implicated in the system. Any system that uses a lot of energy is going to produce a lot of greenhouse gas. Plus livestock also produce huge amounts of greenhouse gas.

National security? Well, there’s a tremendous danger when you centralize your food supply. Having a highly centralized food system such as we have, where one hamburger plant might be grinding forty or fifty million burgers in a week, where one pre-bagged salad plant is washing twenty-six million servings of salad in a week, that’s very efficient, but it’s also very precarious, because if a microbe is introduced into that one plant, by a terrorist or by accidental contamination, millions of people will get sick. You don’t want to put all your eggs in one basket when it comes to your food safety. You want to decentralize. Tommy Thompson, when he was departing as secretary of health and human services, said one of the big surprises of his time in Washington was that no terrorist had attacked the food supply because, and this is a quote, “it would be so easy to do.”

The politicians might say, “Look what’s happening on Wall Street, look what’s happening to people’s 401(k)s. Look what’s happening to people’s security—  their real physical security is in great jeopardy. This is what they’re scared about. And you’re asking me to talk about food.”

If you really care about dealing with climate change; if you really care about dealing with the health care crisis, which is going to mean getting health care costs down; if you really care about feeding the rest of the world, because our agricultural policies are taking food out of the mouths of people in Africa and throughout Asia, our ethanol policies in particular—you can’t escape the question of food.

Food is the shadow issue over all those other issues. You’re only going to get so far with health care costs unless you look at the diet. Let’s look at the school lunch program. This is where we’re feeding a big part of our population. We are essentially feeding them fast food and teaching them how to eat it quickly. We could spend a dollar or more per day per child and work on the nutritional quality of that food. And let’s require that a certain percentage of the school lunch spending in every school district has to be spent within a hundred miles to revive local agriculture, to create more jobs on farms.

You will have a healthier population of kids who will perform better in the afternoon after that lunch. You will have the shot in the arm to local economies by helping local agriculture. And you will teach this generation habits about eating that will last a lifetime.

Right now the school lunch program is a disposal scheme for surplus agricultural commodities. When they have too much meat, when they have too much cheese, they send it to the schools, and they dispose of it through our kids’ digestive systems. Let’s look at it in a different way. This should be about improving the health of our children, so maybe the program belongs in Health and Human Services, maybe it belongs in Education. Get the Department of Agriculture’s hands off it.

As with so much in politics, the initial conditions or rules determine the outcome. If you fill your Agriculture Committee with representatives of commodity farmers and you don’t have urbanites, you don’t represent eaters, okay? If you don’t have people from New York City on these committees, you are going to end up with the kind of farm bills we have, a piece of special-interest legislation. It shouldn’t even be called the Farm Bill. It should be called the Food Bill. It’s about us. It’s not just about them.

It sounds so reasonable, but once again politics and human nature intervene. What are the political obstacles to making that happen?

Well, the commodity groups are one of the most well-organized lobbies on the Hill. And the Farm Bureau, which purports to represent farmers, actually represents agribusiness. So I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. But I also feel that there is apolitical movement rising. It’s a very young movement. (If anyone’s talking about me for agriculture secretary, that’s a measure of how young it is! But it’s rising.) There are millions of mothers concerned about food, about the school lunch program, about what’s on sale in the supermarket. There’s enormous concern about food safety. There is the security issue. There are many facets to this movement. It’s still inchoate, and politicians have not recognized the power that is there for the seizing.

I will make a confession. I like to take my grandkids to McDonald’s occasionally, okay? Given the human nature at play here, how do you convince us that we’re contributing to climate change, we’re contributing to a precarious national security, we’re contributing to bad health? What would you say to move us to change?

Well, the first thing I would say is, I’m not a Puritan about food. I’m not a zealot about it. There is something called special-occasion food that we have in our house, and it’s kind of understood that sometimes you enjoy your fast food. You have your Twinkie. People have done this for thousands of years. There’s nothing wrong with doing it. Our problem is we’ve made special-occasion food everyday food and that one in three American children is at a fast-food outlet every single day. And that’s where you get into trouble.

How did you get from the writer’s attic at Harper’s magazine to a man with dirt between your toes?

My path was through the garden. I loved gardening from a very young age, and liked growing food for myself. From there it was kind of an easy step to an epiphany on a feedlot and on a potato field when I was doing a piece of journalism. I was driving down Route 5 in California, which links San Francisco to L.A. And it was a beautiful golden fall day. Suddenly this stench came up. I couldn’t believe the smell. I didn’t know what it was because everything around me looked exactly the same. And I drove a little  longer. The landscape, which had been gold, turned black. And it was a feedlot that’s right on the highway, on both sides of the highway.

Suddenly I was in this nightmare landscape where there were mountains of manure the size of pyramids, and mountains of corn the size of pyramids, and black cows as far as you could see. I was like, “Wow, this is where my meat comes from?” I had no idea. And that was when I decided I owe it to myself, I owe it to my readers, and my family, to figure out where my food comes from.

You said in your letter to the president-elect that the first family should “eat locally.” What did that mean?

Well, look, the president’s bully pulpit is a very important thing. And, you know, I think the first family could set an example by whom they appoint White House chef. Is it someone who’s really associated with this local food movement who would not only cook wonderful, healthy food for them, but who, at state dinners, would kind of shine a light on some of the best farmers in this country and elevate the prestige of farming? I also think that we need, in addition to a White House chef, a White House farmer.

Are you suggesting that the president should rip up the South Lawn?

Not all of it. They’ve got seventeen acres to play with. I don’t know exactly how much, but I’m saying five acres. Put in a garden, an organic garden. Hire a good farmer to grow food there. I think that would send a powerful message. This has happened before. Eleanor Roosevelt put a victory garden at the White House in 1942, over the objections of the Department of Agriculture, who thought it was going to hurt the food industry if people started growing food at home. You know, God forbid.

Some things never change.

Yes, I know. But she persisted, and she said, “This is really important for the war effort. I want to encourage people to grow food.” She put in this garden, and by the end of the war, there were twenty million victory gardens in America. People were ripping up their lawns, planting vegetables, raising chickens, and by the end of the war, 40 percent of the fresh produce in America was being produced in home gardens. So it’s not trivial, it could make a tremendous contribution, especially in hard times.

We have some people right here in urban New York who are growing gardens.

You know, a lot of people talk about the elitism of the food movement, and they think about Whole Foods and people shopping at upscale farmers’ markets. But there is another face to this food movement. There is a real crisis in the inner city over access to fresh produce. And we know that the distance from a source of fresh produce is a predictor of health.

Example: West Oakland, California, is an area that has about twenty-six convenience stores, liquor stores that sell processed food, and not a single supermarket. No source of fresh produce. You might get some onions and potatoes in that convenience store, but that is it. Yet it’s full of fast-food outlets. So in effect you have a fresh-food desert. And that is one of the reasons that people in the inner city have such higher rates of diabetes. There is a demand for fresh and healthier food that’s not being served.

Oddly enough, government policy helped get the fast-food outlets into the city—via well-intentioned Small Business Administration loans to encourage minority business ownership. The easiest business to get into is opening a fast-food franchise in the inner city; our government helped that happen. Again, for good reasons. We need similar programs to encourage the supermarkets to come in, so there is a source of fresh produce. Or draw in the farmers’ markets. Why not offer every food stamp recipient a voucher redeemable at a farmers’ market for fresh, wholesome food? At a stroke, that would draw farmers’ markets into the inner city and improve the diet. Not just the number of calories people are getting, but the quality of those calories.

But with urban sprawl, with so many acres of farmland being turned over to development, most of us live a long way from a farmers’ market.

I agree that, since the ’50s, a lot of the local farms have been paved over with houses. We need to protect the land that remains because, when the oil runs out, we’re going to need to be able to feed ourselves from within one hundred, two hundred, three hundred miles. One of the more significant things that happened when we had this oil price spike last summer is the price of moving a box of broccoli from the Salinas Valley in California, where most of it is grown, to the Hunts Point Market here in New York went from $3 to $10.

When that happened, two or three of the big growers in California started buying farmland in New England. See, they get that, in the future, we’re going to need to grow food closer to where people live. And broccoli grows really well anywhere in this country. So we need to look at high-quality farmland close to cities like New York and realize that it’s as precious as, say, a wetland, which we wouldn’t let you develop unless you could really prove the need to develop a wetland. We need to protect farmland, and we’re going to need different solutions in different parts of the country.

We need to recognize that what people in Iowa are really growing there is cattle feed. It looks like corn and beans, but 40 to 50 percent of that grain is going to feed cattle and hogs. So what if we cut out all the transportation, the middleman, and actually put animals back on those farms? Let them grow really high-quality, grass-fed beef. You know, that is some of the best agricultural land in the world, and so we grow meat, back on the land, sustainably. It’s not all or nothing. We need to let a thousand flowers bloom. We need to try many things in many places to figure out what works.

Okay, give me a list of what we can do to make a difference.

If you’ve got space, plant a garden, and if you don’t, look into a community garden where you might rent a little bit of space. Cook. Simply by starting to cook again, you declare your independence from the culture of fast food. As soon as you cook, you start thinking about ingredients, you start thinking about plants and animals, and not the microwave, and you will find that your diet, just by that one simple act, is greatly improved. You will find that you are supporting local agriculture, because you’ll care about the quality of ingredients. And whether you’re cooking or not is one of the best predictors for a healthy diet. People with more money generally have healthier diets, but affluent people who don’t cook are not as healthy in their eating as poor people who still cook. Very, very important. If you don’t have pots and pans, get them.

People say they don’t have time, and that’s an issue. I am saying that we do need to invest more time in food. Food is just too important to relegate to these ten-minute corners of our lives. You know, we watch cooking shows like crazy on television. We’ve turned cooking into a spectator sport. If you would merely invest the time you spend watching cooking shows in actually cooking, you would find you’ve got plenty of time to put a meal on the table.

Are you suggesting that we’re going to have to learn to slaughter our own pigs? I don’t have a fridge large enough for a whole hog.

I actually think buying a freezer, Bill, is a really good investment, because that’s how you can take advantage when there are deals at the farmers’ market. I actually think hunting is a very sustainable form of meat production in a lot of places, where we have way too many whitetail deer. I know that this will offend some people. But by hunting and growing some of your own food, you make yourself a real producer. It sounds kind of sweet and old-lady-like, but gardens are very powerful things.

My garden now is only ten feet by twenty feet, but it produces so much produce I need to give much of it away. I have to spend time figuring out how to get rid of it. By gardening, you will obtain some of the healthiest, freshest food you can possibly get. It is the shortest food chain of all. And it teaches certain habits of mind that I think are really, really important. You know, the philosopher Wendell Berry had a phrase. He said, you know, we’re afflicted by this “cheap-energy mind,” because cheap energy has allowed us to outsource so much in our lives. We do our job, and for everything else, we have a specialist who provides it. They entertain us, they feed us, they clothe us. We don’t do anything for ourselves anymore. It’s one of the reasons that when we look at climate change, we feel so helpless, because we can’t imagine doing any more for ourselves.

Well, as soon as you start gardening, you’ve found a cure for the cheap-energy mind. You’re suddenly realizing, “Hey, I can use my body in support of my body. I have other skills. I can feed myself if I needed to.” And that is a preparation, I think, for the world we may find ourselves in. But it’s very empowering to realize that you’re not at the mercy of the supermarket.

We have 6.7 billion people on this earth, needing to be fed. If we put into effect what you’re talking about, do you think that we have a system that will produce enough food?

As long as the sun still shines, there is the energy to produce food. When people ask, “Can we feed the world sustainably?” the thing we need to remember is that about 40 percent of all the grain we’re growing in the world, which is most of what we grow, we are feeding to animals. So there’s an awful lot of slack there. There is plenty of food, if we organize our agriculture in a proper way.

The “Can we feed the world?” argument has been used for fifty years to drive the industrialization of agriculture. It is agribusiness propaganda by people who are not particularly interested in feeding the world. They’re interested in driving up productivity on American farms. Yes, some want to export food. ADM and Cargill want to ship it out to other places, but basically, they want their raw materials as cheap as possible, and you need overproduction to achieve that. If you’re producing that McDonald’s hamburger or Coca-Cola, you’re dependent on corn and soy, and the cheaper they are, the more profit you’re going to make.

I’m sorry that I can’t persuade you or convince you to take the job. You would be a provocative secretary of agriculture.

Well, that’s probably a good word for it. [image: 007]
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LOUISE ERDRICH

Every once in a while, a book so possesses me that I happily give up a couple of consecutive nights of sleep—as well as the evening news broadcasts and latenight talk shows—to finish it.

That’s what happened when I opened the novel Shadow Tag by Louise Erdrich. She might have been writing about any of us, trying to negotiate our complex familial and sexual longings, but Gil and Irene, the troubled and fiercely passionate couple whose story is the heart of Shadow Tag, also contain traces of the DNA of the Native American clans we met in Erdrich’s first novel, Love Medicine.

This is Erdrich’s secret—she makes their story our story, although they may have descended from Ojibwe chieftains and we from Scottish clansmen. Erdrich grew up Catholic on the endless plains of the Dakotas, the daughter of a French Ojibwe mother and a German American father. To this day she will willingly show you the old confessional stall that she keeps in her nifty bookstore—Birchbark Books—in Minneapolis. But she will just as quickly introduce you to some of the phrases she recently learned in classes that she is taking to help preserve the Ojibwe language. Such surprises make this “emissary of the between-world” the quintessential American.

—Bill Moyers
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When I opened Shadow Tag and read the first page, it was like stepping onto a high-speed train that didn’t stop until it reached its destination. And even then I didn’t want the trip to be over. It’s a masterpiece of suspense and character. Where did the idea come from?

I wanted to write a suspense novel. I like that kind of narrative. And I wanted to do exactly what you picked out about it. I wanted to have a reader start it and keep reading it and want to know what happens in the end.

Where did the title come from?

Did you play shadow tag when you were a child?

Yes, that’s where you try to step on the shadow of the other—

The other person’s shadow.

Yes.

If you grow up in a place where you can play outdoors, under a street lamp, you can play late into the night. And that’s what I did. I had that title in mind for many, many, many years until it occurred to me that if the shadow selves in a relationship were to interact somehow, they would be playing shadow tag. I don’t mean only the darker sides of people, but I also mean the dream sides, the subterranean sides that we don’t know. We don’t always know what our actions are going to be in respect to another person, and somehow, in this setting, in the book, the shadow selves of the family begin to interact.

There is a moment with the husband and wife—Gil and Irene—when we sense the layer of deception that is at the heart of their marriage. We realize she both hates him and she loves him.

They’re very intertwined. Gil is a painter. And Irene is often his subject. He’s an artist ...

And most of his paintings are of her, at different stages and in different poses. You’re revealing the story of a stolen identity—how a man steals his wife’s image and power.

And it’s also a book about diaries and about doubles. I love the German word doppelgänger, by the way. That image kept coming back to me and then into this book.

Irene is keeping two diaries.

She realizes that he is secretly reading her diary, so she begins to write a second diary, one that’s false.

She’s writing lies deliberately for him to read.

She’s manipulating him.

Manipulating him. Which leads me to ask how much of marriage involves holding back a part of ourselves?

About half.

The shadow half?

No, I think the shadow half is very important to show in a marriage. This doesn’t happen often. We wait and hold back that half until we’re absolutely secure with each other. You can’t completely immerse yourself in another human being.

You’re also writing about love, survival, and memory. Those themes that the reader understands come from your American Indian past. Memory is very important to the survival of Native Americans.

Memory is all. Memory is where the language resided, because it was an oral language. The stories were not written down. I have to say that as you said that, the image of my father came into my mind. I thought about the letters he’s written me. He’s written me hundreds, maybe thousands of letters over my lifetime. And his letters are really the treasures of my life. They take in whole pieces of memory, and they’re his gift to me. He described everything that was happening around him.

You keep returning to this Native American imagery in your past.

That is one of the reasons Native American people puzzle other people. Why is that so strong with them? Why don’t they just become like the rest of us? What is it that’s so important in their culture that they cling to it so? I think this has to do with the belongingness and the sense of peace that I  feel among other Native people, this sense of community, where I’m in the comfort of a very funny, grounded people who are related to everything that’s around them. And that’s why being Ojibwe or Anishinabe is so important to me. I’m very proud, very comfortable with it.

You heard Ojibwe spoken when you were growing up.

Oh, yes, my grandfather spoke Ojibwe. He had his medicine bundle as he prayed, and he would walk in back of the house and stand in the woods before he went a little way into them. I would stand behind him and listen to him praying. And as I grew up, I thought that Ojibwe was like Latin, a ceremonial language. And it wasn’t until I was in my teens that I walked into a situation where people in a store were all speaking Ojibwe. They were laughing and having a good time, and I wanted to know what the jokes were. I wanted to get the jokes. And one day I said to myself: “I have to know this language.” When I moved to Minnesota, I found there was a thriving, determined movement, a grassroots movement, to revitalize the Ojibwe language. Now, I’ve never come to be a competent speaker, I have to say that right now. But even learning the amount of Ojibwe that one can at my age is a life-altering experience.

How so?

You see the world in a different way. You’re working in a language in which there is a spirit behind it. I think it has to do with Ojibwe being one of the indigenous languages of this continent. You see the forms of things that were named long, long ago. And you see the forms of things that have been named relatively recently.

Give me an example of what you’re talking about.

Okay, I’ll read from this book. It’s for the Ojibwe immersion schools, a vocabulary project.

Mii sa go da-gaagiigidowaad, da-anama’ewaad, daozhibii’igewaad endaso bebezhig debendaagozid.



Now, that’s a translation by Rose Tainter of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. You know, Native Americans put their deepest trust in the United States government. And they teach their children about their relationship to that government.

After all their bad experiences with a government constantly going back on its word, breaking its promises?

After all those bad experiences, yes. Native Americans first fought in World War I before they had citizenship. The American flag comes out first at every powwow. There’s a heart-to-heart feeling about the government that we are nation-to-nation with you. It’s a sense of equality, that you will recognize us, that we did not vanish as you thought. We survived. We exist. We have our language. We have your words in our language. We have your constitution in our language.

And your children are learning Ojibwe?

Yes. For that sense of community, peace, comfort, and because this speaks to our background. I’d love to meet my ancestors. I’d love to be able to speak to them. There’s a teaching that after you die you’re going to be asked what your name is in Ojibwe. You will have to give your name. And you will speak to the spirit if you want to go to that place of your ancestors. Otherwise, you will go to the Christian heaven, which doesn’t seem like much fun.

And the difference?

You can do all sorts of things in your Ojibwe heaven that you can’t do in the Christian heaven. You can gamble. You can make love. You can eat. It’s a world where there are no sad consequences to any pleasurable thing you do, a world like this one, but without the pain.

When you reach the other side and you’re asked your name in Ojibwe, what are you going to say?

I have two Ojibwe names. The first is my grandfather’s name for me. The second name, Kinewgonebiik, means “the feather of the golden eagle.” But I don’t know that I’m going to reach the other side, Bill. I keep shifting my spiritual beliefs about an afterlife.

Well, you may have to invoke your Catholic past, right? Your German side of the family.

That’s the beauty of being a mixed person. Assuming there’s a German afterlife, I’ll just have to think fast.

You have that capacity. Your cultures keep competing within your imagination, don’t they?

They do. They do.

And the ideas in this book—they come from this constant interplay between these many cultures?

I live on the margin of just about everything, Bill. I’m a marginal person, and I think that is where I’ve become comfortable. I’m marginally there in my Native life, and marginally German. I’m always a mother. That’s my first identity, but I’m always a writer, too. I have to write. I have a very fractured inner life.

Your first nonfiction was about your pregnancy and your child’s birth, the first year of that child’s life, The Blue Jay’s Dance. What was the metaphor there?

It was a blue jay’s dance of courage in front of a hawk. I saw it from the window as I was nursing my baby. I kept feeders, and all sorts of birds came down. I saw a blue jay. And then a hawk swooped down on it. The blue jay knew it was doomed, but it started to dance at the hawk. And the hawk was startled. The blue jay was confusing it. This dance of an inferior bird against a superior raptor finally so mortified the hawk that it flew away.

This is the mother’s role, the blue jay’s dance to keep the aggressive threats at a distance, right?

I never really thought of it exactly that way. Yes, it’s the advantage so many of us have, in a small way. It’s the advantage of behaving in a surprisingly courageous fashion when the odds are completely against you.

Which is what mothers do.

I’ve seen it—many do.

And it comes through in Shadow Tag, with Irene.

Yes.

There’s this prescient kid in the family named Stoney.

Yes.

And he comes to a profound truth in this one short passage. Will you read it for us?

Irene bent over and held her son. With her arms locked, she backed up to the living room couch and toppled them both onto the pillows. Stoney tightened his arms around Irene, still sobbing so harshly that he couldn’t form words. There was nothing to do but stroke his sun-shot hair. Soon Irene could feel the hot tears soak through her shirt.

What is it? What is it?

The crying began all over again with the same miserable force. Then Stoney quit.

I don’t want to be a human, he said. His voice was passionate. I want to be a snake. I want to be a rat or spider or wolf. Maybe a cheetah.

Why, what’s wrong?

It’s too hard to be a human. I wish I was born a crow, a raccoon, or I could be a horse. I don’t want to be human anymore.



“It’s too hard to be human.” This is a six-year-old speaking. Unpack that. What are you saying through him?

That we rationalize ourselves out of shame. We can rationalize anything away as we get older and older, but a child hasn’t that capacity yet. And when the shame hits, he’s knocked over. The truth of shame can do that. And it’s what comes back to us. This is what happens to everybody. There’s going to be a time, no matter who we are, that we participate in the very oldest of human sorrows. We are at one with other people in our loss, in our shame, and we come to the very limit of who we are as people. We face that part of ourselves that we never wanted to look at. And then we experience shame the way a child experiences it. It’s one of those moments that link us with other human beings. At least I think so.

There’s something else that comes up here, too, which is that no matter how much a parent loves a child, you can’t protect the child from the cruelty of the world.

No. Well, a mother is a frayed net, you know. We stretch ourselves over everything we can, but there are holes all over the place where things get through. And we do everything, fathers and mothers. We try so hard. But we can’t do it all. We can’t completely protect our children, obviously. I do want things to be ordinary for my children. Routine can be a good thing. I want things to be simple, so they can cope. But that’s not what the world is like, and that’s not even what they want. They want to grow in every way that they possibly can, and that’s going to involve pain.

That conflict—the reality in your stories—reminds me that a well-known reviewer said that with each successive novel Louise Erdrich is writing, she’s writing more like Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, Albert Camus. That’s a heavy burden.

If I thought that way, I wouldn’t be able to do a thing.

No, but some reviewers do. And they expect your next novel to be Hemingway, Camus, Faulkner.

Just got to be Erdrich. I can’t do anything else. Let me read you something else. There are many writers who are more deserving of that sort of praise, but I don’t think many of them have as many children, or as messy a house, as I do. I wrote a poem and called it “Advice to Myself”:ADVICE TO MYSELF

Leave the dishes. 
Let the celery rot in the bottom drawer of the refrigerator 
and an earthen scum harden on the kitchen floor. 
Leave the black crumbs in the bottom of the toaster. 
Throw the cracked bowl out and don’t patch the cup. 
Don’t patch anything. Don’t mend. Buy safety pins. 
Don’t even sew on a button. 
Let the wind have its way, then the earth 
that invades as dust and then the dead 
foaming up in gray rolls under the couch. 
Talk to them. Tell them they are welcome. 
Don’t keep all the pieces of the puzzles 
or the doll’s tiny shoes in pairs, don’t worry 
who uses whose toothbrush or if anything  
matches, at all. 
Except one word to another. Or a thought. 
Pursue the authentic—decide first what is authentic, 
then go after it with all your heart. 
Your heart, that place 
you don’t even think of cleaning out. 
That closet stuffed with savage mementoes. 
Don’t sort the paperclips from screws from saved baby 
teeth 
or worry if we’re all eating cereal for dinner 
again. Don’t answer the telephone, ever, 
or weep over anything that breaks. 
Pink molds will grow within those sealed cartons 
in the refrigerator. Accept new forms of life 
and talk to the dead 
who drift in through the screened windows, who collect 
patiently on the tops of food jars and books. 
Recycle the mail, don’t read it, don’t read anything 
except what destroys 
the insulation between yourself and your experience 
or what pulls down or what strikes at or what shatters 
this ruse you call necessity.





Now I know how it is you’re so prolific. That’s real discipline!

In my case, I suspect it has to do with a small, incremental, persistent, insect-like devotion to putting one word next to the next word. It’s a very dogged process. I make myself go upstairs, where I write, whenever I can. And I never have writer’s block. If I went up there and had writer’s block, I think I’d lose my mind. I have to get up to my papers and my books and my notebooks—I am always jotting things down, by the way. And I just keep going.

You’ve come such a long way from those days when you were a waitress, a signal woman at a construction site. You kept getting a lot of rejection slips when you first started writing. When you got rejection after rejection, why did you keep writing? And what do you say to young writers about keeping it up despite a slap in the face?

I kept writing because I grew up as a Catholic. The one place we were allowed to be emotional and to really talk about ourselves was in the confessional. You’re safe there, in the darkness. And you begin to think, “Well, I have a sacred part of me—like the priest, who is supposed to be a conduit to God—that can also receive these unknowable emotions.” Eventually I began to write about what was innermost. Sometimes I was astonished at what I read that I had written down, because I didn’t mean to have written some of those things. I’m from a small town, as you know, and sometimes mothers come up to me in my daughters’ grade schools, they look at me, and they say, “It must be unique, living in your head. How could you write that?” I don’t know why the filter is not there, but I have to be as truthful as I can. I have to get as close to the bare truth as I can.

The truth of what?

Experience. When I talked about the insulation between yourself and your experience—back to what we were saying about a child—you don’t develop this insulating skin until you begin to be hurt, over and over, until you begin to rationalize, over and over. But when you can go back to it as an adult in writing, you get inside that skin and just hang on for dear life. I loved writing because of that. I’m able to live in a world where I can be expressive and I can be truthful about emotion and about human nature.

Did you want to be a priest when you were growing up?

I wanted the power of the priest. The priest had a great deal of power. A lot of the women who taught me were Franciscan sisters. They could have been happier as priests. Their power was thwarted.

The theme to many of your stories.

Thwarted female power. Yes.

And identities, often stolen by the men in their lives.

Often.

That helps me understand the story in The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No Horse.

About Father Damien, yes.

Father Damien was secretly a woman.

Yes, having worn the habit of a sister, a nun, and knowing that she’s called to be a priest—well, she is a very good priest. She wore her disguise well. The best priest I ever wrote about.

She sacrificed her female identity.

Yes, she did. But she lived as the priest. She was able to do that.

Do you have an assured faith now?

I go through a continual questioning. And I think that is my assurance—if I were to let go of my doubt, I believe that I would somehow have surrendered my faith. My job is to address the mystery. My job is to doubt. My job is to keep searching, keep looking. We don’t understand works of art when we see them. We see the greatest works of art through a glass darkly. They’re very difficult for us to understand. So with this great work of art in which we’re all participating—this life—the Great Artist has made beauty and terror and death and cruelty and humor and mystery part of who we are. As well as commerce and politics and all the rest. Everything is part of this mystery.

So who is God in Ojibwe?

Gichi-Mandidoo or Gizhe Manidoo. The great kind spirit, the spirit that looks after all of the good in the world but also looks after all that is painful in the world. The Creator.

So God is life.

“Endless forms most beautiful.” [image: 010]
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NIKKI GIOVANNI

When she heard about the shootings, Nikki Giovanni had a flash: could the killer be that odd young man who had once sat in her class? She was off campus that spring day in 2007 when Seung-Hui Cho, an English major at Virginia Tech, suddenly turned violent, murdering thirty-two people and wounding twenty-five before killing himself. Heading back to the stricken community, Giovanni heard his name and knew it was so: he had attended her poetry class. The next day she was asked to speak at a memorial service for the victims. Her words brought thousands to their feet in a tearful standing ovation—a moment, someone said, “of profound healing.” Here are some excerpts:

Nikki Giovanni reading from: WE ARE VIRGINIA TECH 
(16 APRIL 2007)

 

We know we did nothing to deserve it

 

But neither does the child in Africa 
Dying of AIDS

 

Neither do the Invisible Children 
Walking the night away

 

To avoid being kidnapped by a rogue army

 

Neither does the baby elephant watching his community 
Be devastated for ivory 
Neither does the Mexican child looking for fresh water. ...

 

We are Virginia Tech...

 

We will continue 
To invent the future 
Through our blood and tears 
Through all this sadness ...

We will prevail.





Watching on C-SPAN, I wondered how many others remembered, as I could, the younger Nikki Giovanni, bursting on the scene in the incendiary ’60s, a time of bitter divides and wounds that would not heal. A student activist at Fisk University in Nashville, a soul mate of Angela Davis and James Baldwin, a founding member of the Black Arts Movement, the “Princess of Black Poetry.”

POEM FOR FLOR A

and she would learn ...

how god was neither north 
nor south east or west 
with no color but all 
she remembered was that 
Sheba was Black and comely

and she would think

i want to be 
like that



All these years later, the “Princess” has ripened into a strong, handsome woman of hard-won, sturdy experience, the University Distinguished Professor of English at the school that now turned to her, desperately in need of solace and courage. And she did not let them down. The words she gave them that  day are now the closing pages in a collection of her poems that she calls, simply, Bicycles.

—Bill Moyers

[image: 012]

You came through with the right words in that memorial service for the victims at Virginia Tech. Your words truly met the moment. How do you explain to yourself the power of words at such a time?

They let us know we’re not alone. I think what words do is acknowledge that we’re human and we hurt. So you don’t have to pretend you’re not hurting. You can admit you have a hole in your heart. Go back to 9/11. People were posting poems all over the Internet, because they were trying to find a way to connect, to say, “This hurts, but we’re not alone. Someone else is sharing this pain.” And this thing that happened at Virginia Tech, it was an incredibly sad time for us. The only thing I could do to make sense out of it was to connect these dots. And the only thing to connect the dots was love. Because no matter what else is wrong with you, good wine and good sex will make you feel better. I don’t know if I’m allowed to say that on this show.

You are granted permission.

Well, good, because, you know, sixty-five-year-old women are not finished.

I hope not. Why did you turn to the metaphor of bicycles? What do they have to do with tragedy, drama, loss, death?

Well, tragedy and trauma are wheels. And they’re always with us, aren’t they? They’re always spinning around, on the perimeters of life, like tragedies. They just spin around and spin around. And so what you’re trying to do is bring them together. And when you bring them together you’ve got the bar, right? So you have a vehicle. Now, when I grew up, you learned to ride a bicycle by getting on a bicycle. Which means you’re going to fall off. And love and life and bicycles are about trust and balance. It’s about riding it and believing that this thing that doesn’t make sense for you to be on, can move. And we see it here. This is such a great city—I love Manhattan. And I miss it in my dreams sometimes. But when we see the messengers on their  bikes, in a frenzy of traffic, that’s just trust and balance. It’s beautiful watching them on their bicycles. But that’s what we do in our relationships. It’s the same bike. Our relationships need trust and balance.

So have you learned to ride a bicycle?

I did. An emotional bicycle. I saw the spinning wheels because I was spinning. I was being hurt by things that had nothing to do with me. I was being hurt because my sister had a lung tumor that had metastasized. And I will go to my grave believing my mother died because she didn’t want to bury my sister, because there was nothing wrong with my mother until it was evident that my sister was not going to make it. And I say it all the time: the only reason I want to go to heaven is to tell those two women, “You did it to me again.” Because they were always leaving me, Bill. I was a baby. Remember Robert Louis Stevenson:BED IN SUMMER

In winter I get up at night 
And dress by yellow candlelight. 
In summer, quite the other way, 
I have to go to bed by day.

 

I have to go to bed and see 
The birds still hopping on the tree ...





And I had to go to bed at nine o’clock. Mommy would bathe us at seven. And then we’d sing or tell stories. Then she would come and get my sister, about nine-thirty, and I would hear her: “Is she asleep?” And my sister would say, “I think so.” And then they would sneak out. So when they up and died, I said, “They did it again. They left me again.” I had to write my way out of it.

Let’s hear “Bicycles.”

BICYCLES

Midnight poems are bicycles 
Taking us on safer journeys 
Than jets 
Quicker journeys

Than walking 
But never as beautiful 
A journey 
As my back 
Touching you under the quilt

Midnight poems 
Sing a sweet song 
Saying everything 
Is all right 
Everything 
Is 
Here for us 
I reach out 
To catch the laughter

The dog thinks 
I need a kiss

Bicycles move 
With the flow 
Of the earth

Like a cloud 
So quiet 
In the October sky 
Like licking ice cream 
From a cone 
Like knowing you 
Will always 
Be there

All day long I wait 
For the sunset

The first star 
The moon rise

I move 
To a midnight  
Poem 
Called 
You 
Propping 
Against 
The dangers



I love that one.

My favorite of your poems is “Choices.” Would you read it?

Oh, certainly.

CHOICES

if i can’t do 
what i want to do 
then my job is to not 
do what i don’t want 
to do

it’s not the same thing 
but it’s the best i can 
do

if i can’t have 
what i want then 
my job is to want 
what i’ve got 
and be satisfied 
that at least there 
is something more 
to want

since i can’t go 
where i need 
to go then i must go 
where the signs point 
though always understanding 
parallel movement 
isn’t lateral

when i can’t express 
what i really feel 
i practice feeling 
what i can express 
and none of it is equal 
i know 
but that’s why mankind 
alone among the mammals 
learns to cry



Where did that one come from?

From the book I wrote while my father was dying, Cotton Candy On a Rainy Day. Burying my dad was a sad affair because I wasn’t that close to him. But my mother liked him, and I liked my mother. So I figure, maybe she knows something I don’t know. But when I buried Mommy, I knew that I was going into a place where there was no one that I could talk to. When your mommy’s gone, there’s no one who’s going to enter that boat that you row by yourself back to that place where your deepest fears reside.

There are many somber books born of grief. Here’s one of love born of grief. Yours is a book of love poems.

Well, what else is going to make you smile at a time like that? The writing of it makes me smile. What else will get you through? And you start to dress better, start to take care of yourself again. Now, let me digress to say I’m a freak for how food looks. I will not eat ugly food. I’m an American and will not starve to death, so I do not have to eat ugly food. I refuse to do drivethrough. I am not a grazer, I am not a cow. You eat. You sit down. You put a napkin there. And it has to have the colors. If you’re having a steak, then you’ll want a few little carrots because they are yellow and look good. And maybe a little broccoli. When my uncle died, my aunt Ag was very sad. And I called her and said, “Ag, what’d you have for dinner?” She said, “Oh, I just had a bowl of cereal.” I said, “You can’t do that. You have to plate your food.” So in bad times I want good-looking food. Have massages. It feels great, somebody rubbing oil in your back. Bill, you have to do things to remind yourself that it’s a really good idea to be alive.

Okay, I hear you. But do you think a lot about death? The campus where you  teach was stalked by death. You lost your mother and your sister in the same approximate time. You’ve lost a lung, right?

Yes. Yes.

To cancer?

I was glad to give that up. It was a bad lung. Nasty. Mean lung. It was my left lung. I didn’t need it. I have another one.

Does all of this cause you at sixty-five to think about death?

No, Bill, I think I fell in love.

You fell in love?

Oh, yeah. Absolutely. It is wonderful. And when you’re in love you just keep thinking of things that are wonderful to do. Life is a good idea.

All right. So tell me what it takes to write a love poem.

A generous spirit and a willingness to make a fool of yourself.

It takes those to love, too.

That’s love.

You’ve written that love is about you and not the beloved. And you said that’s very important to remember as you’re writing a poem. Why?

Because it’s your trip. I’ve always been amazed that you can break up with somebody, and that somebody will say to you, “If you leave me, I’m going to kill you.” Now, logic says, if I’m dead, you still didn’t get me. Right? See what I’m saying? I learned a long time ago, because I just fell madly in love, and I don’t mind saying this, his wife knows it, with Billy Dee Williams. Billy is so good-looking. If I was forty years younger I’d be in love with Barack Obama. But I realized that it had nothing to do with Billy Dee. Being in love has nothing to do with how the person feels about you. It has to do with how you feel about yourself.

Okay, but loving someone who doesn’t love you can be a source of pain.

No, that’s just because you’re expecting something that you can’t have. That kind of love is crazy. And it’s going to go away. It’s like a cold. So the  important thing to ask yourself is not what can that person do for me, but what can I do? I’ve got the light, what do I do with it?

I must say, some of your poems reek with desire.

Oh, desire is there. You fall in love, there’s always desire. But, also, there’s a lot of longing. And I realize that a lot of this book still has a lot to do with my mother. I miss the safety. And I think one is never so unsafe as when one’s mother is not there to put her arms around you. Your mom just makes you safe, you know? Your mother just says, “It’s going to be all right.” No matter what it is, you say, “Yeah.” So I really had to stop myself, on April 16, from picking up the phone because after that tragedy on the campus, I wanted to hear my mother’s voice. But I stopped. She wasn’t there.

When the killings occurred you wanted to talk to your mom?

Yeah. I did. Because I knew she’d make sense out of it for me.

How about reading “Everything Good Is Simple”?

EVERYTHING GOOD IS SIMPLE

Everything good is simple: a soft boiled egg ... toast fresh from the oven with a pat of butter swimming in the center ... steam off a cup of black coffee ... John Coltrane bringing me “Violets for My Furs”

Most simple things are good: Lines on a yellow legal pad ... dimples defining a smile ... a square of gray cashmere that can be a scarf ... Miles Davis Kind of Blue

Some things clear are complicated: believing in a religion ... trying to be a good person ... getting rid of folk who depress you ... Horace Silver Blowing the Blues Away

Complicated things can be clear: Dvořák’s New World Symphony ... Alvin Ailey’s Revelations ... Mae Jemison’s ride in space ... Mingus Live at Carnegie Hall

All things good are good: poetry ... patience ... a ripe tomato on the vine ... a bat in flight ... the new moon ... me in your arms ... things like that



I like that.

It’s a nice poem.

And then there’s “Give It a Go?”

“Give It a Go?” is just an old lusty poem. I love it.

GIVE IT A GO

I like to polish 
Silver 
Rub the paste in 
Let it set 
Then shine shine shine

Even as a little girl 
I loved to wash 
Grandmother’s crystal 
Watch the light bounce 
Off of the edges 
Of the glasses

We were taught 
Never to use clear 
Fingernail polish 
But trim our nails 
To a respectable length 
And buff them 
With lamb’s wool

I wipe my bathroom 
Mirror after each shower 
And always shine my faucet

In order to properly care for things 
They must be loved 
And touched

Want to give it 
Ago?



I’m game.

That’s a shout-out to Prince Charles and Camilla.

Oh?

Yes. Because there’s a story that Camilla said to Charles: “You know, my grandmother was the mistress of your grandfather. Want to give it a go?” So I did this poem as a shout-out to Charles. I’m a big fan of Charles. I think he’s a great kid. And had a lot on him to be, what, is he fifty-five years old? To spend your life waiting for your mother to die so that you can do what you were born to do. That’s a burden. So I did a shout-out to Charles.

I like the whimsy. But I have to say, these poems are a long way from your days as a young revolutionary.

Indeed.

Did you know love then? Or was it the love of the cause? The passion of the commitment?

Young people do things differently. And I did what I thought I should do. I’m proud of what I did then. But look at what the hip-hop generation has done—elected a president. Barack Obama’s president of the United States. This is something that we would only dream of. One of the poems here in Bicycles is a poem I did for Huey Newton, who was a wonderful young man. Here’s Huey registering voters, sponsoring school programs. Huey was about the politics. Martin Luther King Jr. was about justice for the world. Martin would be happy, I’m sure, that the United States has elected this fine young man. But he would still weep for the children dying of malaria and hunger around the world. He wanted a just earth. And his job went beyond the bus boycott. His job was to change the earth. He’s way bigger. He’s way bigger.

What do you think about all the talk that Obama’s election means we’ve moved into a postracial world?

Well, I think as much as people don’t like it, yes.

Is that feasible—desirable—that we don’t think of race anymore?

Oh no, no, we think of race. But we now don’t think that race means an  automatic exclusion, as it once did. There’s going to be lots of racist things that are going to happen. I mean, we’ve already seen a young man get shot in the back in Oakland, California. The young baseball player gets shot in his own driveway. We still have a way to go before this is really a postracial time. We’ll always see race. When we look at a Barack Obama, we are looking at a man of color. If we just go back even ten years, when we looked at Tiger Woods, maybe fifteen years ago, I remember Tiger saying, “I’m not really black.” Well, it was fine with me, because if you don’t want to be black, you don’t have to be. But it made me want to call up and say, “Tiger, baby, have you looked in the mirror lately?”

So it’s not that we don’t see race but that race is now an enhancement. Right now somebody is saying, “My daughter can be president of the United States.” Maybe the first Chinese American president of the United States will be a woman. We’ve opened up the world.

What opened up your world?

Largely my grandmother. She was a great old girl. I adored her. When Grandmother walked, I’d be right behind her. If she stopped, I would bump into her. I wrote the poem “Knoxville, Tennessee” for Grandmother—it’s a love poem, too. I never feel safe, Bill. I’m always looking for safe places. And I always felt safe with Grandmother. Also, she wanted to change the world. She wasn’t ambitious for money and stuff. But she wanted to make an impact. And she fought very hard in Knoxville, Tennessee, to make changes for black folks. Her drive made me want to make a difference.

Where did your adoration of words come from?

Oh, probably Grandpapa. He was a Latin teacher. He graduated from Fisk University and taught at Austin High School. Grandpapa was twenty years older than Grandmother when they met—talk about a crazy love. He fell in love with her. Unfortunately, he was married, and Grandmother wouldn’t have any truck with him. She wouldn’t let him make love to her because—well, I used to hear them talk, later, when I lived with them, and she told him, “John Brown Watson, if I had let you kiss me”—that was the metaphor for making love, but it meant something more, you know—“you would never have married me.” And Grandmother was right. So he divorced his wife and married her. But he’s twenty years older, and by the time we came along, Grandpapa was an old man and not one to suffer fools gladly. I never  knew why Grandpapa spent time with me. But he would say, “Nikki, let’s go look at the stars.” We’d go out and he would say, “That’s Orion’s Belt. That’s the Big Dipper.” And then he would explain the heavens. He read all of the myths to me.

He saw something.

Yes. I mean, I don’t know. But that’s where I got whatever I got. My father’s a big talker, so if you put together my grandfather’s intellectual interests with my father’s bullshitting, I think you end up with a Nikki.

You wrote a poem once to specifically empower girls.

Because girls are always sitting around listening to stupid things that boys say. And half the games girls play: “Little Sally Walker, what is she doing? She’s rising to the east, looking for the one she loves the best. What’s her name? Snow White. And she’s going to go to sleep until ‘one day my prince will come.’” You get sick of that. You get a girl who can spin flax into gold, and her father then takes her up to the prince to say, “You should marry my daughter. She can spin flax into gold.” Now I ask you, Bill, what does she need with him? If she can spin flax into gold, she didn’t need the prince. So I wrote “ego-tripping” as a shout-out to how wonderful it is to be a girl, to be complete within yourself.

Let’s hear it.

EGO-TRIPPING (THERE MAY BE A REASON WHY)

I was born in the congo 
I walked to the fertile crescent and built 
the sphinx 
I designed a pyramid so tough that a star 
that only glows every one hundred years falls 
into the center giving divine perfect light 
I am bad

I sat on the throne 
drinking nectar with allah 
I got hot and sent an ice age to europe 
to cool my thirst

My oldest daughter is nefertiti 
the tears from my birth pains 
created the nile 
I am a beautiful woman

I gazed on the forest and burned 
out the sahara desert 
with a packet of goat’s meat 
and a change of clothes 
I crossed it in two hours 
I am a gazelle so swift 
so swift you can’t catch me

For a birthday present when he was three 
I gave my son hannibal an elephant 
He gave me rome for mother’s day 
My strength flows ever on

My son noah built new/ark and 
I stood proudly at the helm 
as we sailed on a soft summer day

I turned myself into myself and was 
jesus 
men intone my loving name

All praises All praises 
I am the one who would save

I sowed diamonds in my back yard 
My bowels deliver uranium 
the filings from my fingernails are 
semi-precious jewels 
On a trip north 
I caught a cold and blew 
My nose giving oil to the arab world 
I am so hip even my errors are correct 
I sailed west to reach east and had to round off 
the earth as I went 
The hair from my head thinned and gold was  
laid across three continents

I am so perfect so divine so ethereal so surreal 
I cannot be comprehended 
except by my permission

I mean ... I ... can fly 
like a bird in the sky ...



I wrote this for little girls, Bill, but the joy of my life was watching a couple of little kindergarten boys recite it for me once. I realized it was a good poem because the boys didn’t feel excluded from it. When you can do something like that and little boys say, “I was born in the congo”—whoa, wait a minute, we might have something here.

What was the turning point in your life? What was the hinge?

I think maybe it’s still ten years down the pike. I haven’t hinged yet. I haven’t thought about it like that.

No, but you start out as this passionate, incendiary, controversial activist. “The Princess of Black Poetry,” it was said.

Yeah. That was nice. I’m still passionate. I just don’t try to censor myself as I go through things. I was never an ideologue.

What were you?

I was just a woman looking at the world, trying to find a way to be happy and to be safe and to make a contribution. And in order to do that, a lot of bush had to be cut down. I don’t think I cut down any trees. I’m a big fan of trees. But there were a lot of weeds out there. And racism, poverty, just basic prejudice against women. Prejudice against any number of things. And so you go through one field after another, and you say to yourself: “I have got to knock some of these weeds down.” That’s all I was trying to do. I was just trying to be me. [image: 013]
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ANDREW BACEVICH

Our finest warriors are often our most reluctant warmongers. They have seen firsthand the toll war exacts. They know better than anyone that force can be like a lobster trap that closes with each stage of descent, making escape impossible. So it was when the liberal consensus lured America into Vietnam during the ’60s, and again after 9/11, when neoconservatives clamored for the invasion of Iraq. With the notorious ferocity of the noncombatant, the neocons banged their tin drums and brayed for blood, as long as it was not their own that would be spilled.

One old warrior looked on sadly, his understanding of combat’s reality tempered by twenty-three years in uniform, including service in Vietnam. A graduate of West Point, Andrew Bacevich retired from the military to become a professor of history and international relations at Boston University, a public thinker who has been able to find an audience across the political spectrum, fromThe Nation to The American Conservative magazines. In several acclaimed books, including The New American Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced by War, Washington Rules: America’s Path to Permanent War, and his bestselling The Limits of Power: The End of American Exceptionalism, Bacevich speaks truth to power, no matter who’s in power, which may be why he reaches both the left and the right.

We spoke in the middle of the 2008 presidential campaign, just as The  Limits of Power was published. Bacevich supported Barack Obama’s candidacy but believes that Obama’s commitment of more troops to Afghanistan was a deadly mistake.

—Bill Moyers
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You began The Limits of Power with a quote from the Bible, the book of Second Kings, chapter 20, verse 1: “Set thine house in order.” Why that admonition?

I’ve been troubled by the course of U.S. foreign policy for a long, long time. I wrote the book in order to sort out my own thinking about where our basic problems lay. And I reached the conclusion that our biggest problems are within.

I think there’s a tendency on the part of policy makers and probably a tendency on the part of many Americans to think that the problems we face are problems that are out there somewhere, beyond our borders. And that if we can fix those problems, then we’ll be able to continue the American way of life as it has long existed. I think that’s fundamentally wrong. Our major problems are at home. You begin healing yourself by looking at yourself in the mirror and seeing yourself as you really are.

You write: “The pursuit of freedom, as defined in an age of consumerism, has induced a condition of dependence—on imported goods, on imported oil, and on credit. The chief desire of the American people,” you write, “is that nothing should disrupt their access to these goods, that oil, and that credit. The chief aim of the U.S. government is to satisfy that desire, which it does in part through the distribution of largesse here at home (with Congress taking a leading role) and in part through the pursuit of imperial ambitions abroad.”

In other words, you’re saying that our foreign policy is the result of a dependence on consumer goods and credit.

Our foreign policy is not something simply concocted by people in Washington, D.C., and then imposed on us. Our foreign policy may be concocted in Washington, D.C., but it reflects the perceptions of our political elite about what we the people want. And what we want, by and large, is to sustain the flow of very cheap consumer goods. We want to be able to pump gas into our cars regardless of how big they happen to be, in order to  be able to drive wherever we want to be able to drive. And we want to be able to do these things without having to think about whether or not the books balance at the end of the month or the end of the fiscal year. And therefore, we want an unending line of credit.

You write that what will not go away is “a yawning disparity between what Americans expect and what they are willing or able to pay.”

One of the ways we avoid confronting our refusal to balance the books is to rely increasingly on the projection of American military power around the world to maintain this dysfunctional system, or set of arrangements, that have evolved over the last thirty or forty years.

But it’s not the American people who are deploying around the world. It is a very specific subset of our people, this professional army. We like to call it an all-volunteer force, but the truth is, it’s a professional army, and when we think about the tasks we assign that army, it’s really an imperial army. We need to step back a little bit and ask ourselves, how did it come to be that places like Iraq and Afghanistan should have come to seem critical to the well-being of the United States of America?

There was a time, seventy, eighty, a hundred years ago, when we Americans sat here in the Western Hemisphere and puzzled over why British imperialists sent their troops to places like Iraq and Afghanistan. We viewed that sort of adventurism with disdain. Today this has become part of what we do.

How is Iraq a clear manifestation, as you say, of this “yawning disparity between what Americans expect and what they are willing or able to pay”?

Let’s think about World War II, a war that President Roosevelt told us was essential to U.S. national security, and was. President Roosevelt said, because this is an important enterprise, the American people would be called upon to make sacrifices. And indeed, the people of the United States went off to fight that war in large numbers. On the home front, people learned to get by with less. It was a national effort.

None of that’s been true with regard to Iraq. I mean, one of the most striking things about the way the Bush administration has managed the global war on terror, which President Bush has compared to World War II, is that there was no effort made to mobilize the country, there was actually no effort even made to expand the size of the armed forces. Just two weeks  or so after 9/11 the president said, “Go to Disney World. Go shopping.” There’s something out of whack here. The global war on terror, and Iraq as a subset of the global war on terror, is said to be critically important, on the one hand. Yet on the other hand, the country basically goes about its business, as if, really, there were no war on terror, and no war in Iraq ongoing at all.

So it is, you write, “seven years into its confrontation with radical Islam, the United States finds itself with too much war for too few warriors—and with no prospect of producing the additional soldiers needed to close the gap.”

We’re having a very difficult time managing two wars that, in a twentiethcentury context, are actually relatively small.

You also say: “U.S. troops in battle dress and body armor, whom Americans profess to admire and support, pay the price for the nation’s collective refusal to confront our domestic dysfunction.” What are we not confronting?

The most obvious, blindingly obvious, question is energy. It’s oil. I think historians a hundred years from now will puzzle over how it could be that the United States of America, the most powerful nation in the world, as far back as the early 1970s, came to recognize that dependence on foreign oil was a problem, posed a threat, compromised our freedom of action, and then did next to nothing about it. Every president from Richard Nixon down to the present has declared, “We’re going to fix this problem.” And none of them did. The reason we are in Iraq today is because the Persian Gulf is at the center of the world’s oil reserves. I don’t mean that we invaded Iraq on behalf of big oil, but the Persian Gulf region would have zero strategic significance were it not for the fact that that’s where the oil is.

Back in 1980, President Carter promulgated the Carter Doctrine. He said the Persian Gulf had enormous strategic significance to the United States. We were not going to permit any other country to control that region of the world. That set in motion a set of actions that militarized U.S. policy and led to ever deeper U.S. military involvement in the region. The result has been to postpone the day of reckoning. Americans are dodging the imperative of having a serious energy policy.

And this is connected to what you call “the crisis of profligacy.”

Well, we don’t live within our means. The individual savings rate in this  country is below zero. As a nation, we assume the availability of an endless line of credit. But as individuals, the line of credit is not endless; that’s one of the reasons why we’re having this current problem with the housing crisis, and so on. And my view would be that the nation’s assumption that its line of credit is endless is also going to be shown to be false. And when that day occurs it’s going to be a black day indeed.

You call us an empire of consumption.

I didn’t create that phrase. It’s a phrase drawn from a book by a wonderful historian at Harvard University, Charles Maier. The point he makes in his very important book is that when American power was at its apex after World War II, through the Eisenhower years, into the Kennedy years, we made what the world wanted. They wanted our cars. We exported our television sets, our refrigerators—we were the world’s manufacturing base. He called it an “empire of production.”

Sometime around the 1960s there was a tipping point when the “empire of production” began to become the “empire of consumption.” When the cars started to be produced elsewhere, and the television sets, and the socks, and everything else. And what we ended up with was the American people functioning primarily as consumers rather than producers.

And you say this has produced a condition of profound dependency, to the extent that, and I’m quoting you, “Americans are no longer masters of their own fate.”

Well, they’re not. I mean, the current debt to the Chinese government grows day by day. Why? Because of the negative trade balance. Our negative trade balance with the world is something on the order of $800 billion per year. That’s $800 billion of stuff that we buy, so that we can consume, that is $800 billion more than the stuff that we sell to them. That’s a big number, even relative to the size of our economy.

You use a metaphor that is intriguing. American policy makers “have been engaged in a de facto Ponzi scheme intended to extend indefinitely the American line of credit.” What’s going on that resembles a Ponzi scheme?

This continuing tendency to borrow and to assume that the bills are never going to come due. I testified before a House committee on the future of U.S. grand strategy. I was struck by the questions coming from members  that showed an awareness, a sensitivity, and a deep concern about some of the issues that I tried to raise in the book.

How are we going to pay the bills? How are we going to pay for the entitlements that are going to increase year by year for the next couple of decades, especially as baby boomers retire? Nobody has answers to those questions. So I was pleased that these members of Congress understood the problem. I was absolutely taken aback when they said, “Professor, what can we do about this?” I took this as a candid admission that they didn’t have any answers, that they were perplexed, that this problem of learning to live within our means seemed to have no politically plausible solution.

You say that the tipping point between wanting more than we were willing to pay for began in the Johnson administration. “We can fix the tipping point with precision,” you write. “It occurred between 1965, when President Lyndon Baines Johnson ordered U.S. combat troops to South Vietnam, and 1973, when President Richard M. Nixon finally ended direct U.S. involvement in that war.” Why do you see that period as so crucial?

When President Johnson became president, our trade balance was in the black. By the time we get to the Nixon era, it’s in the red. And it stays in the red down to the present. As a matter of fact, the trade imbalance essentially becomes larger year by year.

So I think that it is the ’60s generally—the Vietnam period—that was the moment when we began to lose control of our economic fate. And most disturbingly, we’re still really in denial.

You describe another fateful period between July 1979 and March 1983. You describe it, in fact, as a pivot of con tempo rary American history. That includes Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, right?

Well, I would be one of the first to confess that I think that we have misunderstood and underestimated President Carter. He was the one president of our time who recognized, I think, the challenges awaiting us if we refused to get our house in order.

Talk about his speech on July 15, 1979. Why does that speech resonate so strongly?

This is the so-called Malaise Speech, even though he never used the word malaise in the text. It’s a very powerful speech, because President Carter acknowledges  that our dependence on oil poses a looming threat to the country. If we act now, he says, we may be able to fix this problem. If we don’t act now, we’re headed down a path along which not only will we become increasingly dependent upon foreign oil, but we will have opted for a false model of freedom. A freedom of materialism, a freedom of self-indulgence, a freedom of collective recklessness. The president was urging us to think about what we mean by freedom. We need to choose a definition of freedom that is anchored in truth, he argued, and the way to manifest that choice was by addressing our energy problem. Carter had a profound understanding of the dilemma facing the country in the post-Vietnam period. And, of course, he was completely derided and disregarded.

And he lost the election.

Exactly.

This speech killed any chance he had of winning reelection. Why? Because the American people didn’t want to settle for less?

They absolutely did not. And indeed, the election of 1980 was the great expression of that, because in 1980, we have a candidate, perhaps the most skillful politician of our time, Ronald Reagan, who says, “Doomsayers, gloomsayers, don’t listen to them. The country’s best days are ahead of us.”

“Morning in America.”

It’s “Morning in America.” You don’t have to sacrifice; you can have more of everything. All we need to do is get government out of the way and drill more holes for oil. The president led us to believe the supply of oil right here in North America was infinite.

You describe Ronald Reagan as the “modern prophet of profligacy, the politician who gave moral sanction to the empire of consumption.”

To understand the truth about President Reagan is to appreciate the extent to which our politics are misleading and false. Remember, he was the guy who came in and said we need to shrink the size of government. But government didn’t shrink during the Reagan era, it grew. He came in and he said we need to reduce the level of federal spending. He didn’t reduce it. It went through the roof. The budget deficits for his time were the greatest we’d experienced since World War II.

And wasn’t it his successor, his vice president, the first President Bush, who said in 1992 that the American way of life is not negotiable?

This is not a Republican thing, or a Democratic thing. All presidents, all administrations are committed to that proposition. Now, I would say that probably 90 percent of the American people today likewise concur. They insist that the American way of life should not be not up for negotiation.

What I would invite them to consider is this: if you want to preserve the American way of life, then you need to ask yourself, what exactly is it you value most? I believe that if we want to preserve that which we value most in the American way of life, then we will need to change the American way of life. We need to modify or discard things that are peripheral in order to preserve those things that possess real importance.

What do you value most?

I say we should look to the Preamble to the Constitution. There is nothing in the Preamble to the Constitution that defines the purpose of the United States of America as remaking the world in our image, which I view as a fool’s errand. There is nothing in the Preamble to the Constitution that provides a basis for embarking upon an effort, as President Bush has defined it, to transform the greater Middle East, a region of the world that incorporates something on the order of a billion people.

I believe that the framers of the Constitution were primarily concerned with the way we live here, the way we order our affairs. They wanted Americans as individuals to have an opportunity to pursue freedom, however defined. They wanted Americans collectively to create a national community so that we could live together in some kind of harmony. And they wanted future generations to be able to share in those same opportunities.

The big problem, it seems to me, with the current crisis in American foreign policy is that unless we change our ways, the likelihood that our children and our grandchildren are going to enjoy the opportunities that we’ve had is very slight. Why? Because we’re squandering our power. We are squandering our wealth. To the extent that we persist in our imperial delusions, we’re also going to squander freedom itself, because imperial policies end up enhancing the authority of the imperial president, thereby providing imperial presidents with an opportunity to compromise freedom even here at home. We’ve seen that since 9/11.

The disturbing thing that you say again and again is that every president since Reagan has relied on military power to conceal or manage these problems that stem from the nation’s habits of profligacy, right?

That’s exactly right. And again, this is another issue where one needs to be unsparing in fixing responsibility as much on liberal Democratic presidents as conservative Republican ones. I think that the Bush administration’s response to 9/11 in constructing this paradigm of a global war on terror, in promulgating the so-called Bush Doctrine of preventive war, in plunging into Iraq—an utterly unnecessary war—will go down in our history as a record of recklessness unmatched by any other administration.

But that doesn’t really mean that Bill Clinton before him, or George Herbert Walker Bush before him, or Ronald Reagan before him were all that much better. They all have seen military power as our strong suit. They all have assumed that by projecting power, by threatening to employ power, we can fix the world. Fix the world in order to sustain this dysfunctional way of life that we cling to at home.

This brings us to what you call the political crisis of America, and you say, “The actual system of governance conceived by the framers ... no longer pertains.”

I am expressing in the book what many of us sense, even if few of us are ready to confront the implications. Congress, especially with regard to matters related to national security policy, has thrust power and authority to the executive branch. We have created an imperial presidency. Congress no longer is able to articulate a vision of what is the common good. Congress exists primarily to ensure the reelection of its members.

Supporting the imperial presidency are the various institutions that comprise the national security state. I refer here to the CIA, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the other intelligence agencies. These have grown since the end of World War II into a mammoth enterprise. But the national security state doesn’t work. Despite all the money it spends and the people it employs, the national security state was not able to identify the 9/11 conspiracy. It was not able to deflect the attackers on 9/11. The national security state was not able to plan intelligently for the Iraq War.

The national security state has not been able to effectively prosecute this so-called global war on terror. So as the Congress has moved to the margins,  as the president has moved to the center of our politics, the presidency itself has come to be, I think, less effective. The system is broken.

You write that no one in Washington knows what they’re doing, including the president.

What I mean specifically is this: The end of the Cold War coincided almost precisely with the first Persian Gulf War. Americans saw Operation Desert Storm as a great, historic, never-before-seen victory. It really wasn’t.

Politically and strategically, the outcome of that war was far more ambiguous than people appreciated at the time. Nonetheless, the war itself was advertised as this great success, demonstrating that the Pentagon had developed a dazzling new American way of war. This new American way of war ostensibly promised to enable the United States to exercise military dominion on a global basis in ways that the world had never seen.

The people in the Pentagon developed a phrase to describe this. They called it “full-spectrum dominance,” meaning that the United States was going to demonstrate outright supremacy, not just capability, across the full spectrum of warfare. This became the center of the way that the military advertised its capabilities in the 1990s.

The whole thing was fraudulent. To claim that the United States military could enjoy such dominance flew in the face of all of history. Yet in many respects, this sort of thinking set us up for how the Bush administration was going to respond to 9/11. If you believe that the United States military is utterly unstoppable, then a global war to transform the greater Middle East might seem plausible. Had the generals been more cognizant of the history of war, and of the nature of war, then they might have been in a better position to argue to Mr. Rumsfeld, then the secretary of defense, or to the president himself, “Be wary. Don’t plunge in too deeply.” Recognize that force has utility, but that utility is actually quite limited. Recognize that when we go to war, almost inevitably unanticipated consequences will follow, and they’re not going to be happy ones.

Above all, recognize that when you go to war, it’s unlikely there will be a neat, tidy solution. It’s far more likely that the bill that the nation is going to pay in lives and in dollars is going to be a monumental one. My problem with the generals is that, with certain exceptions—one could name General Shinseki ...

Who said we are going to need more than half a million men if we go into Iraq. He was shown the door for telling the truth.

By and large, the generals did not speak truth to power.

One of the things that comes through in your book is that great truths are contained in small absurdities. And you use the lowly IED, the improvised explosive device, or roadside bomb, that’s taken such a toll on American forces in Iraq, to get at a very powerful truth.

Wars are competitions. Your enemy develops capabilities. And you try to develop your own capabilities to check him and gain an advantage. One of the striking things about the Iraq War, in which we had been fighting against a relatively backward or primitive adversary, is that the insurgents have innovated far more adeptly and quickly than we have.

The IED provides an example. It began as a very low-tech kind of primitive mine, and over time became ever more sophisticated, ever more lethal, ever more difficult to detect. Those enhancements in insurgent IED capability continually kept ahead of our ability to adapt and catch up.

And I think you say in your book that it costs the price of a pizza to make a roadside bomb. This is what our men and women are up against in Afghanistan.

The point is that war is always a heck of a lot more complicated than you might imagine the day before the war begins. And rather than imagining that technology will define the future of warfare, we really ought to look at military history.

And what do we learn when we look to the past?

Preventive war doesn’t work. The Iraq War didn’t work. Therefore, we should abandon the Bush Doctrine of preventive war. We should return to the just-war tradition, which permits force only as a last resort, which sees war as something that is justifiable only when waged in self-defense.

How, then, do we fight what you acknowledge to be the real threat posed by violent Islamic extremism?

I think we need to see the threat for what it is. Sure, the threat is real. But it’s not an existential threat. The nineteen hijackers that killed three  thousand Americans on 9/11 didn’t succeed because they had fancy weapons, because they were particularly smart, or because they were ten feet tall. They succeeded because we let our guard down.

We need to recognize that the threat posed by violent Islamic radicalism, by terrorist organizations like al-Qaeda, really is akin to a criminal conspiracy. It’s violent and dangerous, but it’s a criminal enterprise. Rooting out and destroying the conspiracy is primarily the responsibility of organizations like the FBI, and of our intelligence community, backed up at times by Special Operations Forces. That doesn’t require invading and occupying countries. One of the big mistakes the Bush administration made, and it’s a mistake we’re still paying for, is that the president persuaded us that the best way to prevent another 9/11 is to embark upon a global war. Wrong. The best way to prevent another 9/11 is to organize an intensive international effort to dismantle that criminal conspiracy.

In fact, you say that instead of a bigger army we need a smaller, more modest foreign policy, one that assigns soldiers missions that are consistent with their capability. “Modesty”—I’m quoting you—“implies giving up on the illusions of grandeur to which the end of the Cold War and then 9/11 gave rise. It also means reining in the imperial presidents who expect the army to make good on those illusions.”

People run for the presidency in order to become imperial presidents. The people who are advising these candidates, those who aspire to be the next national security advisor, the next secretary of defense, yearn to share in exercising this great authority. They’re not running to see if they can make the Pentagon smaller.

I was in the White House back in the early ’60s, and I’ve been a White House watcher ever since. I have never come across a more distilled essence of the evolution of the presidency than in just one paragraph in your book.

You write, “Beginning with the election of John F. Kennedy in 1960, the occupant of the White House has become a combination of demigod, father figure, and, inevitably, the betrayer of inflated hopes. Pope, pop star, scold, scapegoat, crisis manager, commander in chief, agenda setter, moral philosopher, interpreter of the nation’s charisma, object of veneration, and the butt of jokes ... all these rolled into one.” I would say you nailed the modern presidency.

I think the troubling part is that the president has become what we have  instead of genuine politics, instead of genuine democracy. The cult of the presidency has hollowed out our politics and, in many respects, has made our democracy a false one. We’re going through the motions of a democratic political system, but the fabric of democracy really has worn very thin.

Would the imperial presidency exist were it not for the Congress?

No, because the Congress, since World War II, has thrust power and authority onto the presidency.

Here is what I take to be the core of your analysis of our political crisis. You write, “The United States has become a de facto one-party state, with the legislative branch permanently controlled by an Incumbents’ Party.” And you write that every president “has exploited his role as commander in chief to expand on the imperial prerogatives of his office.”

One of the great lies about American politics is that Democrats genuinely subscribe to a set of core convictions that make Democrats different from Republicans. And the same thing, of course, applies to the other party. It’s not true.

I happen to define myself as a conservative. But when you look back over the past thirty or so years, said to have been a conservative era in American politics, did we get small government? Do we get balanced budgets? Do we give serious, as opposed to simply rhetorical, attention to traditional social values? The answer’s no. The truth is that conservative principles have been eyewash, part of a package of tactics that Republicans employ to get elected and to then stay in office.

And yet you say that the prime example of political dysfunction today is the Democratic Party in relation to Iraq.

Well, I may be a conservative, but I can assure you that in November of 2006 I voted for every Democrat I could find on the ballot. And I did so because the Democratic Party, speaking with one voice at that time, said, “Elect us. Give us power in the Congress, and we will end the Iraq War.”

The American people, at that point adamantly tired of this war, did empower the Democrats. And Democrats absolutely, totally, completely failed to follow through on their promise.

You argue that the promises of Harry Reid and Nancy Pelosi proved to be  empty. Reid and Pelosi’s commitment to forcing a change in policy took a backseat to their concern to protect the Democratic majority.

Could anybody disagree with that?

This is another one of my highlighted sentences: “To anyone with a conscience, sending soldiers back to Iraq or Afghanistan for multiple combat tours while the rest of the country chills out can hardly seem an acceptable arrangement. It is unfair, unjust, and morally corrosive.” And yet that’s what we’re doing.

Absolutely. And I think—I don’t want to talk about my son here.

You dedicate the book to your son.

My son was killed in Iraq. That’s a personal matter. But it has long stuck in my craw, this posturing of supporting the troops. There are many people who say they support the troops, and they really mean it. But what exactly does it mean to support the troops? It ought to mean more than putting a bumper sticker on the back of your car. I don’t think we actually do support the troops. What we the people do is we contract out the business of national security to approximately 0.5 percent of the population, about a million and a half people who are on active duty. And then we really turn away. We don’t want to look when our soldiers go back for two or three or four or five combat tours. That’s not supporting the troops. That’s an abdication of civic responsibility. And I do think there’s something fundamentally immoral about that.

Again, I think the global war on terror, as a framework of thinking about policy, is deeply defective. But if the global war on terror is a national priority, then why isn’t the country actually supporting it in a meaningful, substantive sense?

Are you calling for a reinstatement of the draft?

I’m not, because I understand that, politically, the draft is an impossibility. And to tell you the truth, we don’t need to have an army of six or eight or ten million people. What we need is to have the country engaged in what its soldiers are doing. That simply doesn’t exist today.

Despite your and your wife’s loss, you say in this powerful book what to me is a paradox. You say that “ironically Iraq may yet prove to be the source of our salvation.” Help me to understand that.

We Americans are going to have a long argument about the Iraq War, not unlike the way we had a very long argument about the Vietnam War. And that argument is going to cause us, I hope, to ask serious questions about where this war came from and what it has meant. How did we come to be a nation that fancied our army capable of transforming the greater Middle East?

What have been the costs that have been imposed on this country? Hundreds of billions of dollars. Some project $2 to $3 trillion. Where is that money coming from? How else could it have been spent? For what? Who bears the burden? Who died? Who suffered loss? Who’s in hospitals? Who’s suffering from PTSD? And was it worth it? There will be plenty of people who are going to say, “Absolutely, it was worth it. We overthrew a dictator.” But I hope and pray that there will be many others who will make the argument that it wasn’t worth it.

My hope is that Americans will come to see the Iraq War as a fundamental mistake. That it never should have been undertaken. And that we’re never going to do this kind of thing again. That might be the moment when we will look at ourselves in the mirror. And we will see what we have become. And perhaps undertake an effort to make those changes that will enable us to preserve for future generations that which we value most about the American way of life. [image: 016]
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ROBERT WRIGHT

When hysteria broke out over the building of an Islamic cultural center near the site of the 9/11 attacks in New York, right-wing Christians and Jews—and the politicians who kowtow to them—sounded as if they were holding all Muslims collectively guilty of terrorism. We were once again reminded why trying to understand religious experience is crucial to navigating the treacherous waters of the twenty-first century.

I thought back to my conversation a year earlier with Robert Wright, who had just published his book The Evolution of God. He told me, “Religion will be the medium by which people express their values for a long time to come, so it’s important to understand what brings out the best and worst in it.”

Wright, the founder of Bloggingheads.tv, is known as a journalist of big ideas. In The Moral Animal, published in 1994, he argued that the biological process of natural selection that determines the fate of a species can create a more ethical human society. Six years later, in Nonzero, he used game theory to speculate that modern society doesn’t have to be a win-lose proposition.

For The Evolution of God he spent almost a decade charting the history of belief, from the Stone Age to the present, examining how societies mingled and interacted over the centuries. Call it a religious version of globalization: the gods that have been the most successful—that have attracted the most believers around the world—are those, according to Wright, that can shed their  early vengeful incarnations and adapt into a more universal, more benevolent form. This was good news for a change, holding out the possibility that despite the competition between monotheistic fundamentalists, we may be able to evolve beyond the religious wars. His book arrived swiftly on the bestseller list despite a paucity of advance publicity—a tribute to the following that Wright has gained through his fearless search for the moral underpinnings of society. Of course, the evolution of God is no purely abstract exercise for him. As a kid in Texas he was buckled to the Bible Belt—“born again,” as the saying goes. It was the first step of his own journey into the understanding of religious experience, one that has kept on evolving ever since.

—Bill Moyers
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So here’s the journalistic lede I would use if I were reviewing your book: Robert Wright has made a convincing case that as circumstances change, God has changed, because the story of God is intrinsic to the human story. But what Wright has not done is to make a convincing case that God exists.

I would say it’s hard for anyone to make a convincing case that God exists in the sense of pointing to evidence. And I don’t really try to do that. I mean, I do argue that there is evidence of some sort of larger purpose unfolding through the workings of nature. But that doesn’t tell you much about what might have infused the purpose.

As I read your book, I kept thinking that for a long time now, human beings have been yielding great power over their lives to a supreme being whose existence they can’t prove. What is there in human nature that does that?

I don’t think there’s a kind of God gene, or that religion was designed in by natural selection because it helps us survive and reproduce. Back at the beginning of religion, the main purpose seems to have been to explain to people why good things happen and why bad things happen and how you increase the number of good things.

It doesn’t initially serve a moral purpose, in our sense of the term. So it’s not about discouraging theft or discouraging lying or anything. It’s about people trying to figure out why disease afflicts them sometimes. Why they lose wars sometimes and win them. They come up with theories that  involve gods. And then they try to manipulate the gods in ways that will make things better.

So did God begin as a figment of the human imagination?

I would say so. Now, I don’t think that precludes the possibility that as ideas about God have evolved, people have moved closer to something that may be the truth about ultimate purpose and ultimate meaning.

In my earlier writings about evolutionary psychology, one thing that became clear to me is that the human mind is not designed to perceive ultimate truth or even truth in a very broad sense. I mean, the human mind was designed by natural selection to get genes into the next generation, to do some things that help you do that, like eat and reproduce. The human mind is not designed to perceive truth that goes beyond this narrow part of the material world.

But there was something in even the primeval brain that was able to conceive of the supernatural, something beyond the perceived workings of nature.

Yes. Very early on, apparently, people started imagining sources of causality, things out there making things happen. And early on there were shamans who had mystical experiences that even today a Buddhist monk would say were valid forms of apprehension of the divine or something. But by and large I think people were making up stories that would help them control the world.

I chuckled when you compared the shamans of early times—the first religious experts, we might say—to stockbrokers today. Each claiming to have special insights into a great and mysterious force that shapes the fortunes of millions of people.

Right. Some serious economists have argued that you’re better off throwing darts at a list of stocks on the wall than listening to any broker in particular. And yet we continue to pay them tremendous credence.

I think what that shows is that whenever you don’t understand what it is that’s influencing very momentous events, you will pay attention to anyone who credibly says they have the answer. And I think that’s in the beginning of shamanism. That’s what’s going on. People say, “I understand the will of all these gods.”

What does that say about human nature that we will turn to an intermediary?

I guess it says that we get a little desperate when we’re faced with actual ignorance, and mistakes matter. But it’s certainly true that this just pervades society, not only in the religious realm but in financial markets, and things like that.

The gods of the market have failed, of course, again. We’re living through that period right now, when there is no God on Wall Street anymore. But the God of Abraham thrives. What does it say about us that this ancient religion still has a vitality and a vibrancy?

I think it’s a tribute to the evolutionary power of cultural change. And it shows us how God has adapted to varying cultural circumstances, because the God that is believed in now, first of all, assumes many different forms, even among believers.

I mean, the difference between the God I was brought up with in the Southern Baptist church and the way God would be conceived by an Anglican priest are very different. And similarly, there’s been change over time. The fact that God can adapt accounts for His longevity. And at crucial points during that evolution, He acquired features that have proved very attractive.

The Christian doctrine of individual salvation, of an eternal afterlife, if you qualify, certainly helped the church flourish. It was picked up by Islam, by Muhammad, who was in touch with these doctrines, and has proved very popular. Look at the number of Christians and Muslims around today. So the very appealing parts of God endure, and I think the adaptation accounts for some of the real moral growth.

So if we are propelled along by natural selection, is it okay to say that God is a product of natural selection?

The God that I show evolving is undergoing a process very analogous to natural selection. New traits arise, and if they succeed in enhancing the power of God by, for example, attracting new believers, then they remain. And if they don’t work for one reason or another, they fall by the wayside. So God has evolved very much the way the human organism evolved through natural selection, yes.

But you go to considerable lengths in here to make sure that we remember gods are products of cultural evolution, not biological evolution.

Cultural evolution is a much messier process than biological evolution. You and I can point to the source of our genes very easily: our parents and then their parents and so on. It’s very easy to see the channels of influence. I’m not going to transmit any genes to you in the course of this conversation. It doesn’t work like that.

But with cultural evolution, either of us could actually influence the ideas in our heads through conversation. Let’s go back to the Roman Empire, when the Christian God is kind of in flux and is taking shape. It’s not just a question of who, so to speak, his ancestor was. His ancestor was the God of the Israelites.

We know that. But meanwhile he can be picking up traits from all kinds of gods in the environment. And in fact, one thing I argue is that maybe the idea of individual salvation and being rewarded with a blissful afterlife if you live your life here right, may have come from one of the Egyptian cults that was competing with Christianity in the Roman Empire.

That’s why it’s hard to disentangle who’s influencing whom. I mean, you can go back there and read the texts written by adherents of the so-called mystery religions, the Greco-Roman mystery religions. They describe a born-again experience that sounds very much like one a Christian might describe today. And it’s really not clear who was copying whom back then.

Your own perception of God has evolved. As a child, God was real to you, right?

Very much.

Nine years old and you had a born-again experience of your own?

I went to the front of the church. I had been under the influence of a visiting evangelist at a Baptist church in El Paso, Texas, whose name was Homer Martinez. He was good. And I’ll tell you how he made his reputation: by getting people like me to go up to the front of the church.

Walk the aisle, as we said.

It was a spontaneous thing. My parents weren’t there. I went up to the front of the church and accepted Jesus and was baptized some weeks later. Then

I encountered the theory of evolution, and I had come from a creationist environment, so that was a kind of irreconcilable threat to my faith. The theory of natural selection seemed very compelling to me. And my parents even brought a Southern Baptist minister over to the house at one point when I was in high school to try to convince me that evolution had not happened. It didn’t work.

But I’ll tell you one thing I have not lost is that I’ve never lost the sense that I’m being judged by a being. If you’re brought up believing that a god is watching you, it’s a powerfully ingrained thing. And I think just in a vague kind of way I still feel that.

But does one need the God experience to have that?

I know plenty of conscientious people who don’t believe in God. On the other hand, it seems to me not necessarily bad for the conscience to assume belief in a personal God. I mean, if you believe that there is a moral axis to the universe, okay. If you believe in moral truth—

And do you?

Yes, I do. I believe that there’s a purpose unfolding that has a moral directionality. I have barely the vaguest notion of what might be behind that and whether it could be anything like a personal God or an intelligent being or not. That’s another question. I don’t know. But I will say, whatever is behind it, if something is, it’s probably something that’s beyond human conception.

One thing quantum physics has told us is A, that the way we’re thinking about electrons is wrong. And B, the human mind is probably not capable of thinking about them really accurately. Okay? And yet thinking about them in this crude way and drawing little things that you say are electrons, given the constraints on the mind, it’s all we can do, and it’s useful.

Well, you might say that in the moral realm, given the constraints on human cognition, believing in a personal God is a pretty defensible way to go about orienting yourself to the moral axis of the universe, which wouldn’t mean that a personal God exists.

An imagined personal God is accountable for our conscience, then?

I think, roughly speaking, evolutionary psychologists know how the conscience actually evolved. In other words, we can explain it plausibly in terms  of natural selection. It gets back to these mutually beneficial relationships. Natural selection seems to have equipped us to enter into friendships. And part of that equipment seems to be because friendships are mutually beneficial. They’re good. I mean, friendless people don’t do well in society.

And one of the tools it seems to have given us is that we feel guilty if we neglect a friend or betray a friend. So these feelings of guilt and these feelings that there is some kind of moral truth out there that sometimes we fall short of are explicable in terms of natural selection. I don’t think you need a god to explain that.

On the other hand, if you separately conclude that there is such a thing as moral truth and you want to try to use your conscience, which certainly is imperfect as natural selection shaped it, it’s not by itself a reliable guide to moral conduct. And so if you want to shape the conscience in a way that makes it a better guide to moral truths, religious belief is certainly defensible and may be a valid way to do that.

But you’re not saying that one has to be religious to be moral?

Absolutely not. One of my own closer contacts with, I would say, a form of consciousness that’s closer to the truth than everyday consciousness came at a Buddhist meditation center. These were essentially secular Buddhists, and that was the context of the experience.

Through the meditative practice performed intensively for a week—no contact with the outside world, no speaking, five and a half hours of sitting meditation a day, five and a half hours of walking meditation a day—I reached a state of consciousness that I think is closer to the truth about things than the form of consciousness that is natural for human beings.

Was it a consciousness with an ethical and moral issue in it or was it a state of being? Of simple acceptance?

It absolutely had ethical implications because it involved much broader acceptance of other beings and it involved being less judgmental of other beings. I mean, it reached almost ridiculous extremes, looking down at weeds and thinking, “I can’t believe I’ve been killing those things. They’re actually as pretty as the grass. Prettier.” But in the realm of humanity, by the end I was being very much less judgmental about people I would see on the street.

And my focus moved away from myself. I think that is movement toward  the truth. The basic illusion natural selection builds into all of us is that we are special. If you were natural selection, that’s obviously something you’d want to build into animals, right? Because that’s how you get them to take care of their own and get their genes into the next generation. But it really is an illusion, and it’s more fraught with ethical implications than we realize. It just suddenly blinds us to the truth about people, I think.

I do find more people like you who are seeking a spiritual practice without a governing deity presiding over it.

Yeah, it seems to work. These people, though—even these secular Buddhists, I would say—they do believe in a transcendent source of meaning. They believe that there’s something out there that is the moral truth, and they are aligning themselves with it.

I know that we can’t be precise, but in the larger sense was there a moment when God became a capital G?

There is this very curious word in the Bible, in the Hebrew version of the Bible, or what Christians would call the Old Testament: Elohim. It literally is the plural of the generic noun for “gods.” Elohim is at this point becoming a proper noun, and so I would say it’s not only God with a capital G, if this theory is right, but there’s also a notion called the Godhead. It comes out of Hinduism, among other places, where the idea is that all the gods are manifestations of a single, underlying divine unity. And it may be that that notion of the Godhead is being hinted at in this particular language of God, this particular language for talking about God that’s emphasized after the exile.

How do you relate that to the fact that, as you say again and again in here and as all of us know, the three great faiths all embraced the slaughter of infidels?

Right. They do. In the Koran, on one page Muhammad, or God speaking through Muhammad, is advising Muslims to greet unbelievers by saying, “You’ve got your religion, we’ve got ours.” On another page it says, “Kill the infidels wherever you find them.” Similarly, in the Bible, at one moment, God is advising the Israelites to completely wipe out nearby peoples who worship a foreign god. On another page, you’ve got the Israelites not only suggesting peaceful coexistence to a people who worship a foreign god but  invoking that god to validate the relationships. So they say, “Your god gave you your land, our God gave us our land, can’t we get along?”

The question is, why does God seem to be in these different moods? Why the mood fluctuations? I think the answer is actually good news, that when people feel that they can gain through peaceful collaboration or coexistence with another people, by and large they will find tolerance in their doctrines. Whereas when they feel threatened by a people in material terms, or there’s a threat to their values, they’re going to be more likely to find belligerence in their scriptures. And I think that’s what was going on in ancient times, when God seemed to be changing moods.

Although all of that is in the pasts of these religions and surfaces periodically even today, the good news is that when people find themselves in a kind of interdependent relationship, when they see that they can gain through collaboration or that they don’t need to be threatened, then doctrines of tolerance tend to emerge.

Are you suggesting that the character of God is ultimately defined by the conduct and interpretation of God’s followers?

That is what God is, a construct. He consists of the traits that are attributed to Him at any given time by people. Now, that doesn’t mean that theology can’t get us closer to the truth about something that may deserve the term divinity. But yes, I think in the first instance, God is an illusion, and I’m tracing the evolution of an illusion.

Where do you come out in the old conflict among those who say that religion is good for people and those who say religion serves power? You know, Marx’s argument that religion is a tool of social control.

I think religion is like other belief systems in that people will try to use it to their advantage. That’s human nature. We all try to game the system. And if there are huge discrepancies in power, the powerful will try to use religion to their advantage. I don’t think it has to be that way, and I think that often religion comes in a benign and good form. I think there’s a kind of danger in being too cynical about religion. I think there’s a danger in thinking that the so-called religious conflicts are fundamentally about religion and that without religion they wouldn’t be here. For example, Richard Dawkins has said if it weren’t for religion, there would be no Israel-Palestine conflict.

I think, A, that’s not true. That conflict started as an essentially secular  struggle over land. And B, it leads us to throw up our hands and say, “Well, what can you do? As long as people are religious, there’s no point in addressing any grievances or rearranging the facts on the ground to try to make things better.” I think there’s been a dangerous overemphasis on the negative effects of religious belief in the modern world, although it has many negative effects.

I don’t find any traces of cynicism in your book. In fact, I want to ask you about something you say toward the end: “Human beings are organic machines that are built by natural selection to deal with other organic machines. They can visualize other organic beings, understand other organic beings, and bestow love and gratitude on other organic beings. Understanding the divine, visualizing the divine, loving the divine—that would be a tall order for a mere human being.” But we’ve not given up trying, have we?

No. And I think, you know, in a way we shouldn’t. I mean I think if there is something out there called moral truth, we should continue to try to relate to it in a way that brings us closer to it.

Out there?

Did I say that?

Yeah, you’ve said it several times.

I should be careful. Transcendent is a very tricky word. And I get into trouble with hard-core materialists by using it because people think, “Oh, you mean spooky, mystical, ethereal stuff.” I don’t know exactly what I mean by transcendent . I may mean “beyond our comprehension.” I may mean “prior to the creation of the universe” or something. I don’t know. But I do think that the system on earth is such that humanity is repeatedly given the choice of either progressing morally in the sense of accepting more people into the moral circle or paying the price of social chaos.

We are approaching a global level of social organization, and if people do not get better at acknowledging the humanity of people around the world in very different circumstances, and even putting themselves in the shoes of those other people, then we may pay the price of social chaos.

After exploring thousands of years of how belligerent the great faiths can be, I expected to find you shrouded in pessimism. But at the end, you seem to put  a light in the window. And a glow comes from it of some hope that these religions, these great faiths, can overcome millennia of belligerence and accommodate one another.

Well, they have shown the ability to do that. I think one of the more encouraging facts about the history of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is that if you ask, “When were they at their best? When did doctrines of tolerance emerge?” I answer that they were best in periods that were in some ways analogous to a modern globalized environment.

In the ancient world the closest analogue to the modern globalized world is an empire, a multinational platform. And I think all three religions have shown their ability to adapt constructively to that kind of environment. That doesn’t mean they’ll do it now. The moral progress that is needed is not assured. But all three of them have this adaptive capacity that’s been proven.

You say it’s going to take an extraordinary amount of smart thinking to deal with this world that’s on the verge of chaos. A world—and a chaos—to which the great faiths have contributed.

In a certain sense the prophets of all three Abrahamic faiths got one thing right that is applicable to this situation in the modern world. What all of them were saying was that salvation is possible so long as you align yourself with the moral axis of the universe.

Now, they meant different things by salvation. In the Hebrew Bible, they often meant social salvation. In Christianity and Islam they might be more inclined to mean individual salvation. And of course they didn’t say the moral axis of the universe. They said God. But to them God was the moral axis of the universe.

But I think when you put it abstractly like that, it applies to the modern world. In other words, if we want to secure the salvation of the global social system of the planet, if we want salvation in the Hebrew Bible sense of the term, we do have to move ourselves closer to what I would call the moral axis of the universe, which means drawing more of humanity into our frame of reference. Getting better at putting ourselves in their shoes. Expanding the realm of tolerance. And it has to happen symmetrically. It’s not enough for just the Muslim world or just the West to do it. But I do think it has to happen.

You make me think that perhaps, in your head, God is the reasoning principle through time.

Interestingly, there is this idea of the logos.

“In the beginning was the Word,” is how the New Testament, the book of John, translates it.

Yes, “the Word” in that passage is the translation of the Greek term logos. And in a way, the term reappears in the Koran when Muhammad says Jesus is the Word of God. But it also has an important place in Jewish thought. In fact, one of the thinkers I fastened onto in the book is an ancient thinker who I think is a pretty good candidate for modern theology. Philo of Alexandria was a Jew who lived around the time of Jesus except in a much more urban environment. And he had access to Greek philosophy. He had this idea that God is the logos, that this kind of logic is the animating spirit through history. And from a modern point of view, he said some things that look remarkable.

He said history was moving toward this world of tremendous interdependence and that part of God’s plan was to make it so that individual peoples and even individual species would need one another, would be dependent on one another. And that as history wore on, that would become truer and truer. As a result, the world would move toward this kind of unity.

I think, in terms of logic animating history, that’s a reasonably modern way to think of the divine. If you want to construct a theology that I would say can be rendered in a way that is compatible with modern science, I think Philo of Alexandria is a good place to start.

I keep coming back, though, to what you instructed us in this book when you talk about how everything we do and our response to it are affected by a brain which has not been prepared by natural evolution for the complexity of the social order today. And you say, “The way the human mind is built, antipathy can impede comprehension. Hating protesters, flag burners, and even terrorists makes it harder to understand them well enough to keep others from joining their ranks.”

It’s a tricky balance to strike because on the one hand, understanding terrorists and how they became terrorists, which is in our interests if we want to discourage the creation of more terrorists, tends to involve a kind of  sympathy that in turn can lead you to say they are not to blame for what they did.

You don’t want to say that because, as a practical matter, you have to punish people when they do bad things. So you don’t want to let go of the idea of moral culpability, but you do need to put yourself in their heads. And that is really a great challenge in the modern world.

Are human beings likely to grow out of their need for God?

I think it’s going to be a long time before a whole lot of them do, if they do. Religion will be the medium by which people express their values for a long time to come, so it’s important to understand what brings out the best and the worst in it. And I think the answer to that question depends partly on how abstractly you define religion. You know, there is this William James quote that religion is the idea that there is an unseen order and our supreme interests lie in harmoniously adjusting ourselves to that order. It’s a good definition because it encompasses the great variety of things we’ve called religion, and not many definitions do. If you define religion that way, I think it’ll probably be with us forever. Because if you define religion that way, I’m religious, and if I qualify, that’s defining it pretty broadly. [image: 019]
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