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Bumpy Ride
Gov. Kevin Stitt recently received a real-life, real-time civics lesson: Ef-

fective elected leadership is born of consensus building, not pronounce-
ments from on high.

The governor’s persistent failure to forge enduring statehouse coali-
tions is biting him on the hindquarter as he scrambles to steady a state 
reeling from COVID-19 and a historic oil price collapse.

First, legislative leaders refused to take Stitt’s word that Oklahoma 
will face a nearly $1.4 billion revenue shortfall next year. Then, they 
gave full-throated support to Attorney General Mike Hunter’s view that 
Stitt exceeded his legal authority with new tribal gaming compacts. And 
finally, they remained silent as Stitt unveiled plans to lift pandemic-
related public health restrictions.

This sudden frostiness is notable. For the first time, Stitt is getting 
serious blowback – at least publicly – from his fellow pachyderms. And 
it comes at a most precarious moment for the rookie governor.

These are volatile times. It’s true that oil busts come and go … but 
sub-zero price trading? Yikes! And the novel coronavirus? More than 
200 deaths and more than 225,000 unemployment claims in only six 
weeks. Devastating.

Does the statehouse standoff leave Oklahoma ill-equipped to manage 
an epic crisis? Hard to say.

This much we do know: Even though it initially ceded control over 
some state agencies to the governor, the Legislature still wields the big-
ger stick at NE 23rd and Lincoln Blvd. Stitt, for example, can’t dictate 
the budget or taxes. He has veto power, but governors are averse to be-
ing overridden, especially when it’s their party delivering the rebuke.

The Legislature clearly can steady the ship of state when a governor 
pursues a one-man-is-an-island leadership style. Where lawmakers may 
have less power is over Stitt’s decision to lift pandemic-related restric-
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Observerscope

Our monthly Newsmakers at 
OKC’s Full Circle Books remain 
paused during the COVID-19 out-
break. Until we can safely recon-
vene, we urge you check out Ob-
servercast, our weekly deep dive 
into OK politics and policy. See 
back cover for details.

Laurel: To Paycom CEO Chad 
Richison, displaying real corpo-
rate leadership during the pan-
demic. He’s not only given millions 
to feed the hungry, but also chided 
Gov. Kevin Stitt’s failure to enact 
stricter public health measures.

The mask-less, knuckle-drag-
gers parading around OKC and 
Tulsa government buildings to 
protest stay-at-home orders were 
organized by Tea Party queen Ron-
da Vuillemont-Smith. Monkey see, 
monkey do.

For the record, most Oklaho-
mans aren’t sipping the Tea Party 
Kool-Aid. A recent OKC-focused 
Amber Integrated poll found 60% 
supported closing non-essential 
business to prevent COVID-19 
spread.

Dart: To Gov. Stitt, who wants to 
divert some of the $40 million fed-
eral education stimulus to private 
school vouchers. Even Republi-
cans lined up to call “Bull-Stitt.”

Fake news? Democratic hoax? 
The GOP-controlled U.S. Senate 
recently released a report through 
its Intelligence Committee af-
firming that Russia indeed inter-
fered in 2016 to help elect Donald 
Trump.

Gov. Stitt waited until near the 
deadline to put Medicaid expan-
sion [SQ 802] on the June 30 pri-
mary ballot, giving proponents 
only about 70 days to mount their 
campaign … amid a pandemic. 
Hopefully voters will send Stitt a 
clear message they don’t like him 
playing political games with their 
health.  

Dart: To an increasingly erratic 
President Trump, temporarily sus-
pending immigration in an obvi-
ous attempt to distract from his 
pandemic bungling. Even the arch-
conservative Wall Street Journal 
ripped him editorially.

We mourn the passing of our 
friend John Papahronis, whose 
downtown OKC Lunch Box café 
attracted an eclectic, elbow-to-el-
bow mix of rich and poor, Repub-
licans and Democrats, lawyers and 
plumbers for decades.   

So, of course, Donald Trump 
wants to destroy the federal gov-
ernment’s most popular agency, 
the U.S. Postal Service. He’s like a 
toddler who thrills at breaking all 
the Crayons in the box. 

Dart: To Gov. Stitt, declaring the 
state’s projected $1.4 billion FY 
’21 budget hole would be much 
worse had OK not diversified and 
become less dependent on oil-gas 
revenues. Seriously. He said it. 
More. Than. Once. 

Reality Check I: Gross produc-
tion taxes [oil and gas] were the 
third largest revenue source in FY 
’19, behind only income and sales/
use taxes, according to the OK Tax 
Commission.

Reality Check II: Oklahoma’s ac-
tive rig count dropped to 20 – 20! 
– the last full week in April. In the 
same week last year, 102 were op-
erating. – Baker Hughes

On March 17, the day OKC im-
posed its shelter-in-place order, 
the state had 17 confirmed CO-
VID-19 cases and no deaths. Six 
weeks later, as the governor loos-
ened health restrictions statewide, 
OK had 3,410 confirmed cases and 
207 deaths. h/t Jennifer Joy

The feudal lords known as the 
Gov’s Council for Workforce and 
Economic Development discussed 
asking the feds to cancel $600 
payments that augment state un-
employment benefits, fearing 
the temporary bonus could be a 
“disincentive” to return to work. 
#LetThemEatCake

CONTINUED ON PAGE 44



•   MAY 20204

Letters

CONTINUED ON PAGE 45

Editor, The Observer:
After insulting and refusing to 

compromise with Native Ameri-
can leaders, Gov. Kevin Stitt has 
picked a new fight with the Okla-
homa Legislature. They reminded 
him that they are in charge of the 
state budget by shorting $247,320 
for his $15 million pet project, the 
Digital Transformation Revolving 
Fund. Legislators want a “road-
map” on how these funds will be 
spent with more transparency and 
detail.

Five million dollars has already 
been committed for a new web 
portal for Gov. Stitt and Lt. Gov. 
Matt Pinnell’s disastrous branding 
initiative, $1 million for “outside 
consultants” to reorganize state 
government and up to $21,535 per 
month for a senior project manag-
er – hopefully not for more shady 
contracts with carpetbaggers from 
out of state and out of the country.

In retaliation, Gov. Stitt refused 
to sign SB 199, one of three bills 
passed by the Legislature to fund 
essential state services during 
the CORVID-19 pandemic. The bill 
passed anyway in five days. So Gov. 
Stitt backed down from demands 
for agency budget cuts, but still 
refuses to call a Board of Equal-
ization meeting to certify and fund 

the revenue failure he declared.
Folks, Oklahoma has a spoiled 

frat boy for a governor who 
can’t make a deal. Imagine that. 
#WhyWeNeedExperiencedPubli-
cLeaders

Jackie Gaston
Yukon

Editor, The Observer:
The evil orange bastard and his 

crew of cutthroats is working on 
sinking the Ship of State formerly 
known as America and now just a 
subsidiary of the Trump Organiza-
tion.

I don’t want to possibly contract 
a fatal disease from getting a hair-
cut, or going to the grocery store 
for food, or standing in line at the 
post office, or at the shop getting 
my bike fixed.

This disease works both sides of 
the street. It’s not a sentient thing 
that chooses its victims but it does 
thrive on opportunism.

How does anyone easily find out 
if they’re asymptomatic with test-
ing in Oklahoma so hard to come 
by and they could be infecting oth-
ers?

I will not be forced to go back to 
my job where I will come into con-
tact with people who have poor hy-
giene and poor health at the best 

of times let alone with COVID-19 
on the loose.

It makes no difference that OKC 
is not New York or California. 
There is no impenetrable wall at 
the Oklahoma border.

If others want to make their own 
risky choice so be it. But know 
this: Trump-hole and his mafia 
GOPers want us to die, regardless 
of party, and are hoping enough of 
us will lose patience or are des-
perate enough for income to jump 
ship and risk their health and that 
of others.

Those that survive will in a twist-
ed way validate the ignorance and 
shortsightedness of the Orange 
Obscenity. He will use it to justify 
his evil self.

I’m going to stick it out at home 
as long as I can. I know others are 
in a different situation and have to 
act accordingly.

James Nimmo
Oklahoma City

Editor, The Observer:
Do events make the man or wom-

an?
The Civil War made Lincoln 

bound for glory.
The Great Depression made FDR 

bound for glory.
The assassination of John Ken-

nedy made LBJ bound for glory.
The assassination of Martin Lu-

ther King Jr. made Barack Obama 
bound for glory.

The Republican attempts to kill 
ObamaCare made Nancy Pelosi 
bound for glory.

Will the coronavirus pandemic 
make Donald Trump bound for 
glory?

To stand with great presidents, 
Trump can put a safety net under 
every citizen.

His safety net can be a govern-
ment guaranteed income of $1,200 
a month for every citizen for life.

That can an insure that when you 
lose your job during the next pan-
demic, you will have something to 
live on until you find another way 
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GAMBLING WITH LIVES

BY JOHN WOOD

All Jobs are essential, get Oklahoma back 
to work!” was hastily scribbled just above 
“Give me Liberty” in red and blue bubble 
letters on poster board, carefully nailed on 

a wood pallet. The sign sat upright in the back of a 
huge Chevrolet Silverado, parked in front of the State 
Capitol for nearly an hour on the traditional April 15 
“Tax Day,” setting the stage for at least 15 states to 
prematurely open up for business, including Okla-
homa. 

A hundred or so protesters from far-right groups 
such as OK Back 2 Work, Constitutional Grounds and 
the Tom Coburn-inspired Oklahoma Taxpayers Unite 
[OTU] organized and surrounded the statehouse in 
their vehicles.

“Back2Work” and “#ReopenOk!” were scrawled in 
white shoe polish on dozens of truck and car windows, 

slowly driving, single-file, horns honking around the 
Capitol after caravanning from Penn Square Mall.

The next day, President Donald Trump, in hopes of 
a Tea Party redux for his campaign, stoked this re-
sentment, tweeting to “liberate” Virginia, Michigan 
and Wisconsin – all states with Democratic governors 
– by reopening for business despite the COVID-19 
pandemic.

“I hope Gov. Stitt hears this loud and clear,” de-
clared one woman with a microphone, reporting for 
the OTU Facebook live show hosted by Adam Modi-
sette.

While ignoring both Stitt’s statewide ban on non-
essential gatherings of more than 10 and their own 
pledge “to remain in their vehicles,” 30 or more sign-
carrying protesters stood in close proximity to each 
other near the Capitol steps as if it were a regular day 

Politics, Money Trump Science In Governor’s
Decision To Lift ‘Safer-At-Home’ Restrictions
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– none wearing masks or gloves. 
Oklahoma City Mayor David Holt chided protesters, 

warning they were likely to “get sick” as a result of 
their antics. Holt’s sentiments resonate nationwide, 
a recent Politico/Morning Consult Poll found 81% 
say we need to continue to social distance as long as 
needed to curb COVID-19.

Contradictions aside, the protesters’ frustration 
is hardly surprising. As recently as February, unem-
ployment in Oklahoma was as low as 3.2%, lowest 
since at least 2000. In March, in the wake of COV-
ID-19, state unemployment soared 865%, according 
to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

The sudden economic tumult fueled a wave of trib-
alism and finger-pointing.

CONSPIRACY THEORIES ABOUND
Two years after OTU protested teacher raises in 

Oklahoma, many far-right groups are driven again to 
demonstrate publicly – this time in the belief the pan-
demic is the result of one or more conspiracies.

A prime example involves billionaire Microsoft 
founder Bill Gates. In 2015, Gates led a Ted Talk de-
rived from a more detailed New England Journal of 
Medicine article, predicting the need to prepare for 
the next health crisis, not just war, because it would 
have the power to destabilize the U.S.

Gates’ role yielded this April 15 post on OTU’s Face-
book page: “The #GatesOfHell loves us so much that 
he wants to implant us with a tracking microchip we 
will need to buy, sell or travel. #MarkOfTheBeast.” 
The post was linked to a posting on Red Pill Univer-
sity website entitled “Bill Gates and Intellectual Ven-
tures Fund Microchip Implant Vaccine Technology.”

Factcheck.com labeled this as a conspiracy, claim-
ing “Gates is plotting to use COVID-19 testing and 
a future vaccine to track people with microchips.” 
It went on to explain that while the Gates Founda-
tion has advocated for increased testing and has even 
funded vaccine research in the past, neither involved 
implanting microchips.

OTU, like many of President Trump’s supporters, 
has found a convenient scapegoat with China, de-
picting the virus as either the “Chinese Virus” or the 
“Wuhan Virus.” Of course, I guess what is good for 
the goose is good for the gander, as the Chinese have 
started calling it the “USA virus,” according to the 
Atlantic. 

While Trump canceled travel from China early on, 
the Daily Beast reported, he failed to make good use 
of the month or so of extra time it gave him to ramp 
up a U.S. response to the coming pandemic. Instead, 
he downplayed the dangers of COVID-19 – with disas-
trous consequences.

Naturally, the Fox gas-lighters immediately parrot-
ed the new party line it was an “impeachment distrac-
tion.” Even as late as the end of February, Trump told 
rallies it was just another Democratic “hoax.”

So, it is not surprising that even in the U.S. with 
the most COVID-related infections and deaths in the 
world, many of his supporters take his word over 

health experts when it comes to loosening restric-
tions imposed because of the pandemic.

On OTU’s Facebook page, for example, the group 
moderator posted his conspiracy-fueled rationale for 
the Oklahoma City rally: 

“It’s clear that the plan from the beginning was to 
allow this virus to run wild in high profile places like 
New York and Italy to create fear. It is also clear that 
people like Dr. Anthony Fauci were activated to en-
sure the worst possible response to the crisis would 
be implemented in the U.S. And now, after more than 
a month after shutting down whole swaths of our 
economy and locking people in their homes under 
effective house arrest it’s also clear that most of this 
response was overblown and unnecessary.”

In this era of post-truth, where debate is framed 
largely by emotional appeals far removed from details 
and facts and talking points substitute for reality, I 
take delight that the Business Insider still finds Dr. 
Fauci as the most trusted expert on COVID, much 
higher than Trump by far.

At the same time unfortunately, TV’s Dr. Oz told 
Fox News host Sean Hannity that “opening of schools 
may only cost us 2% to 3%, in terms of total mortality. 
Any, you know, any life is a life lost, but ... that might 
be a tradeoff some folks would consider.”

Of course, the New York Times found in 2010, Dr. 
Oz, a physician but not an expert in infectious dis-
eases, started Sharecare.com, which has been criti-
cized for its shilling for multiple corporate interests. 

THE RIGHT TIME?
Is this the right time to open up the state for busi-

ness when health experts estimated COVID-19 infec-
tions and deaths to peak in late April? Well, most 
Americans were not buying it. A Pew Research Center 
poll found 73% of respondents nationally still feared 
the worst is still to come and 65% said Trump was too 
slow to react to the outbreak.

Epidemiologists – including Fauci, the nation’s 
leading infectious disease expert – warned it was too 
early to open up, especially when states like Okla-
homa hadn’t yet reached their forecast peak. 

“We’re not there yet,” Fauci said, primarily because 
the nation still lacks the capacity to test and trace 
new cases.

Thus, the OTU moderator’s Facebook post: “#Fire-
Fauci Should be the Rallying Cry for a Generation 
#AnthonyFauci.”

For daring to stress the facts and science about CO-
VID-19, Fauci became the target of death threats and 
was forced to beef up security.

Stitt, meanwhile, was unmoved by warnings he’s 
loosening restrictions too soon: “I know Oklaho-
mans are frustrated, ready to get life back to normal. 
Our plan is to do it safely.”

With his statewide “safer-at-home” directive set 
to expire April 30, the governor took steps to allow 
some businesses to begin opening April 24, including 
nail and hair salons, barber shops, and dog groom-
ers parlors. Then, on May 1, restaurants, theaters, 
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sports venues, churches and other entities would 
be allowed to reopen providing they adhere to social 
distancing and strict sanitation. A further loosening 
of restrictions could begin May 15 if the COVID-19 
infection and hospitalization rates remain what Stitt 
called “manageable.”

In the lead-up to Stitt’s re-opening announcement, 
“Let’s Get Oklahoma Open for Business” became a 
hot social media meme, a slogan accompanied by the 
state motto, “Labor Omnia Vinci – Work Conquers 
All!” The message declared Oklahomans were being 
“placed under hardship” by COVID-19. Even though 
“the number of people being hospitalized and dying” 
is “far fewer than anticipated,” the state “continues 
to remain closed for business.”

It also labeled Stitt’s “safer-at-home” policies “un-
constitutional.”

Responses to this poster on Facebook were most-
ly supportive, one writing “The virus is a scam. It’s 
nothing like predicted. Just a way for the Dems to 
make more money.”

Others weren’t buying. One woman responded: 
“This ‘parade’ for businesses to reopen ... says to 
stay in your cars to adhere to social distancing guide-
lines ... I’m not sure they understand the meaning of 
irony.”

TOM COBURN’S LEGACY
The auto rally wasn’t just about unemployment – 

it reflects a mindset championed by former Sen. Co-
burn, who died recently of cancer.

reopenInG oKlAHomA
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The Coburn-inspired and -supported Oklahoma Tax-

payers Unite emerged in 2018 when Coburn pushed 
for a petition aimed at repealing the $400 million tax 
measure that gave teachers their first pay increase in 
a decade.

“Dr. No,” as the senator was known, was widely 
considered the Godfather of the modern conserva-
tive, austerity movement in the United States. In two 
decades as a congressman, then U.S. senator, Coburn 
fought tirelessly against “earmarks” and for term lim-
its, gun rights, the death penalty, and fiscal conser-
vativism.

His alternative vision to the teacher pay raise? 
Reduce waste and increase efficiency in an already 
cash-starved public-school system, which suffered 
the nation’s steepest budget cuts – 28% – in the previ-
ous decade.

Fortunately, Coburn and OTU failed to secure 
enough petition signatures and defend against peti-
tion challenges and the movement seemed to largely 
fall into abeyance.

And for a man who said he didn’t attack people and 
believed instead that one should debate the nature 
of their differences to try to reach an agreement that 
wouldn’t compromise principle, the organization Co-
burn birthed is not much into compromise, but more 
into conspiracy.

OKLAHOMA’S COVID-19 RESPONSE
In early April, Oklahoma ranked dead last nation-

ally in coronavirus tests with only 818 per million 
at that time. By month’s end, thanks to a ramp-up 
by private labs, Oklahoma ranked about 30th, testing 

about 13,000 per million.
Dr. Fauci and others have said that if we open too 

early without proper tests and tracking equipment, 
we will end up with a second wave of the virus. This 
should be a worrisome scenario we should strive to 
avoid. Yet, Governor Stitt’s phased state reopening is 
contradicted by the Oklahoma Department of Health 
finds that deaths have increased by 5.1% daily with-
out an apparent plateau. Such a mindset may likely 
precipitate a second wave this fall, says Dr. Fauci, not 
unlike the nightmarish Spanish Flu of 1918-19.

Former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
once said in 1951: “The … people can face peril or 
misfortune with fortitude and buoyancy, but they bit-
terly resent being deceived or finding that those re-
sponsible for their affairs are themselves dwelling in 
a fool’s paradise.”

This sentiment was clear in reaction to the corona-
virus restriction protests. As one woman put it in a 
Facebook post, “Stuff like this is WHY I support free 
college for everyone. I’m so tired of being exposed to 
stupid people. It’s like a disease.”

We are in a strange post-truth world, cocooned at 
home with only virtual connections to the outside 
world, siloed into echoes of tribal false hopes. We 
all want to get out of the house, live in safety, make 
money again, but Enlightenment Era reason should 
prevail, not a fool’s paradise.
John Wood is an associate professor of political sci-
ence at the University of Central Oklahoma. The 
views he expresses are his and not necessarily the 
university’s.

‘No Place For Wishful Thinking’
BY CARL J. RUBENSTEIN

Over a span of five decades as a physician, 
now retired, I participated in a number of 
clinical research studies. In that role I was 
fortunate to have worked with and learned 

from excellent epidemiologists and biostatisticians. 
Based on that experience I would like to share 
some thinking and concerns about the current pan-
demic.

It would be a potentially disastrous mistake to re-
lax the strict restrictions about physical distancing, 
use of effective masks, effective hand washing, and 
extensive testing for the infection in the general 
population.

There are lessons to be learned from epidemiolo-
gy; especially the epidemiology of infectious diseas-
es. The epidemiology of infectious diseases differs 
from the epidemiology of genetic diseases and even 
many other acquired diseases.

Viruses and many germs can mutate, significantly 

changing their characteristics. Their degree of in-
fectivity may increase. They may have significant 
ability to develop resistance to forms of treatment.

Immune responses may differ significantly in dif-
ferent populations, related in part to age, genetics, 
previous exposure to diseases, diseases and treat-
ments that may decrease immune function, general 
and specific health status.

Herd immunity requires a very large percentage 
of the population with immunity before non-im-
mune people are protected.

Unless something has created generalized im-
munity in the population, one or a small number 
of unrecognized disease carriers, newly arrived or 
currently in the population, can renew an extensive 
epidemic. Additionally, we do not yet know if recov-
ery from the infection produces effective immunity 
to reinfection or how long that immunity may last.

Testing symptomatic people to find out if they 
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have the infection is 
very important: in ap-
propriate treatment of 
the individual; tracing 
contacts who do not 
know they have become 
infected; mustering 
the resources needed 
to treat them, and to 
protect the health-care 
workers. But – it is not 
an adequate assess-
ment of how prevalent 
the disease is. Asymp-
tomatic infected people 
go undetected and are 
capable of infecting 
others, and especially 
vulnerable populations. 
Generalized testing, 
or at least statistically 
adequate sampling, is 
critically important to 
evaluate prevalence 
of the infection. Addi-
tionally, that sampling 
should be enriched with populations known to be at 
increased risk.

Intervention studies, designed to find out if a 
specific treatment makes a difference, require 
statistically adequate numbers and adequate time 
for significant differences to be shown as valid and 
reliable. Premature stoppage, or premature inter-
pretation of findings may provide very wrong con-
clusions. In the face of an epidemic, this may lead 
to disaster. This is no place for wishful thinking.

Geography alone is not a barrier to the spread of 
the infection. Intrastate, interstate, and interna-
tional travel, multidirectional, may expose a new 
population, especially a vulnerable population. Even 
states or localities with sparse population are at risk 
unless they truly remain isolated.

Statistical models of disease incorporate im-
portant assumptions. They can help estimate 
what change in a given variable may have on the 
outcome. To be usefully predictive of the future, 
changing variables require changing the model. 

The models that have been used related to the 
current pandemic assume that rigorous mitigation, 
rigorous isolation, hand-washing, use of masks, etc. 
will continue and not be abbreviated. Changes in 
human behavior, changes in the virus, changes in 
governmental coordination and supply of resources, 
all can alter the reasonable expectations.

Balancing human life and economic distress is dif-
ficult, but the vagaries of human behavior are real 
and potentially dangerous. These include denial and 

ignorance. A focus on I/me and a requirement for 
“freedom” of action ignores the fact that you may 
seriously endanger other people. 

You have a right to take risks for yourself. You do 
not have a right to impose those risks on others. 
Lifting protective restrictions prematurely would put 
a significant number of people at risk of disease and 
even death.

The good of the people can be affected danger-
ously by political motivation such as self-promotion, 
retribution, stirring of dissent, capitalizing on ha-
treds. Notions that “the game must go on” and 
“our religious practices require gathering together” 
involve misguided priorities of human life.

In the face of extensive regional or national crisis, 
the federal government can and should muster 
resources and coordination. It has significantly 
greater ability to provide relief and the needed 
level of coordination. Powers and actions authorized 
by Congress can and should be time-limited with 
provision for renewal if needed. Permanent em-
powerment of the president is opposite to what our 
founding fathers created. It is what they warned 
against.

In these times of such extensive crisis, it should 
be the responsibility of our federal government to 
provide economic support to people and small busi-
nesses as well as critical activity. This should be 
called what it is – relief, not “stimulus.”
Retired cardiologist Carl J. Rubenstein lives in Okla-
homa City.
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The Tortoise And The Hare: A True Story
BY CAL HOBSON

Two people I knew and know – one very well, the 
other not so much. Many readers will recognize 
both: Aubrey McClendon, the 100-yard dash guy, and 
Harold Hamm, a marathoner, were at opposite ends 
of Oklahoma’s energy industry for decades.

Harold and I were classmates in Lexington pub-
lic schools for four years – he the youngest of 13 
children of sharecroppers who lived in a shack 
northeast of our little community nestled next to the 
flood-prone South Canadian River.

Both of us picked cotton but he was a pro at it. I 
was in the fields, as well, but more just during the 
summer when school recessed for a few weeks to 
get in the crops like cotton, broomcorn and easier-
to-pick just-plain corn.

Way back then, to the north of our town as the 
crow flies or I-35 meandered, tall, preppy, well-
connected McClendon busied himself with other 
pursuits and while he knew cotton was important 
in making snappy shirts and slacks I doubt he ever 
pulled a sack of it over to be weighed before head-
ing off to one of three gins in Wayne, another nearby 
community long known for its fertile fields of row 
crops.

Fast-forward a couple of years from the early ‘60s. 
Harold ended up a tire jockey in Enid, then an owner 
of one truck servicing wells near there. Aubrey later 
went to Duke University, established more connec-
tions with cash and credit.

Harold eventually hit some great wells west of 
Enid, then turned his focus to western North Dakota 
and eastern Montana which were home to the diffi-
cult-to-produce Bakken oil zones. But the stubborn 
wildcatter believed, with fracking and horizontal 
drilling, he could bring up loads of oil where oth-
ers failed … and he did and still does – one well at a 
time, then two, 10 and now thousands.

His company, Continental Resources, eventually 
went public but he remained majority owner. Debt 
was to be shunned and cash was king.

To be expected, Harold’s idea of an exciting Fri-
day night was ham-hock and beans, cornbread and 
conversation with his older sister Fannie who lived 
three blocks from me in lethargic Lexington. She 
died just a few months ago, well past 90.

The other wildcatter, Aubrey, believed in a by-prod-
uct of oil production – natural gas – and he proved to 
be nimble, visionary and a magnet for money, espe-
cially from Wall Street.

His tastes ran to expensive wine, high-dollar art, 
fast airplanes and record-busting monster wells in 
the Midwest. Reserves and debt were both to be ac-

cumulated, hopefully more of the former rather than 
the latter. 

His company, Chesapeake, built a fabulous cam-
pus in toney northwest OKC while Harold remodeled 
two old downtown bank buildings in distant and 
often downtrodden Enid, before finally moving to the 
big leagues in rehabilitated inner OKC. He bought 
Devon’s old tower when that company built one of 
the tallest edifices west of the Mississippi.

For about a decade both the hare and the tortoise 
prospered – one a billionaire only on paper, the 
other with so much cash he could write nearly a 
billionaire dollar divorce check that cleared without 
raising any eyebrows including those of the recipi-
ent.

The Okie oilies supported only Republicans for 
high or low office and made the covers of national 
magazines – the rabbit in rolled up sleeves, loos-
ened tie and tossled hair while watching tall black 
men, which he owned on a temporary basis, dribble 
a round ball; the turtle, neck extended, usually in 
overalls and a hard hat, driving a dusty pickup truck 
to buy chicken fried steak dinners [city folk call 
them lunches] at Sonny’s Cafe for roughnecks or old 
friends, often one and the same.

The hare ran and drove fast, died mysteriously, 
indicted and broke just in his 50s. The tortoise still 
produces lots of oil, accounts for each barrel, re-
members hard times and retains a hard edge toward 
“them that have done him wrong.”

He is 74, will turn three-quarters of a century in 
November and still works like he needs the dish-
washer’s job at Ruby’s Restaurant, just down old 
Highway 77 from Sonny’s chicken fry place.

Both were my friends. Harold still is sometimes, 
except when I advocate for a higher severance tax 
on his product, but that’s for another story, from an 
earlier decade that has already been told.

As you can tell, I’ve got time on my hands here in 
my 100-year-old home, sitting by my wood fireplace 
– started with Aubrey’s natural gas – but longing to 
drive my little red convertible, fueled by “real gas” 
made from Harold’s black gold, over to see the goo-
bers at Ruby’s or Sonny’s but, alas, both are closed. 

Not to worry. There’s always Jo’s Pizza, where I 
only get takeout.

Just proves some things never change, but I do 
wish Harold was here. I just know he would buy. 
Always has, even when he’s mad.
Cal Hobson, a Lexington Democrat, served in the 
Oklahoma Legislature from 1978-2006, including 
one term as Senate President Pro Tempore.



THE OKLAHOMA OBSERVER   • 11

CoVer Story

The Fight To Ensure Safe Voting
Amidst The COVID-19 Pandemic

BY ARNOLD HAMILTON

Last month, attorneys for 24 Oklahoma groups 
sent a letter to the state Election Board sec-
retary, asking he lift the requirement that 
absentee ballots be notarized in order to be 

counted.
“As you are aware,” the four-page letter to Paul Ziri-

ax stated, “Oklahoma is currently in the midst of a 
global pandemic … This small change … is simple, 
yet critically important to protect both public health 
and Oklahomans’ fundamental right to vote.”

Ziriax quickly rebuffed the request, insisting no-
tarization is “a key election security measure.” He 
then ended his seven-paragraph rejoinder by bluntly 
directing further communication to the attorney gen-
eral’s office – “until you confirm in writing that litiga-

tion is not intended in this matter.”
He didn’t have to wait long for an answer.
The next day, the League of Women Voters of Okla-

homa and two at-risk voters – an emergency room 
nurse and a 68-year-old cancer survivor with asthma 
– filed suit, asking the Oklahoma Supreme Court to 
lift the requirement during the pandemic when it is 
likely an unprecedented number of absentee ballots 
will be cast.

“Oklahomans,” the suit said, “should not be asked 
to risk their lives, or the lives of others, in order to 
exercise [their voting] right – particularly where, as 
here, the Oklahoma election statues in no way de-
mand it.”

Once again, rank-and-file Oklahomans have been 
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left with no choice but to go to court to get their 
elected and appointed leadership to do the right thing 
– largely because the Republican-dominated state-
house hews to the discredited notion of widespread 
voter fraud.

The reality is, the GOP long has focused on mak-
ing it more difficult for certain groups – think: eco-
nomically disadvantaged and minorities – to exercise 
their voting rights. Why? Because they tend to vote 
for Democrats.

This year, the COVID-19 pandemic threatens to 
make in-person voting dicey. Remember what hap-
pened recently in Wisconsin? Thousands in long 
lines, many waiting for hours, social distancing im-
possible, all because Republican-dominated courts 
refused to delay voting during the pandemic.

Remember, too, that one of the reasons for the cha-
os was that poll workers – who tend to be older and, 
thus, more vulnerable to the novel coronavirus – re-
fused to show up, fearing their health could not be 
protected.

That same thing could happen in Oklahoma. Imag-
ine if turnout for the June 30 primary is higher-than-
usual, driven by the opportunity to vote on SQ 802’s 
Medicaid expansion proposal. Irony would not be lost 
that hordes risk their very health in order to vote on 
an initiative that would expand health coverage to 
more than 200,000 of the state’s working poor.

The surest way to ensure public health and protect 

the public’s franchise is absentee voting.
Given the uncertainty around the pandemic, Okla-

homans must take time now to request absentee bal-
lots from the State Election Board. That also means 
state officials – legislators and Gov. Kevin Stitt – must 
immediately take steps to provide more alternatives 
to in-person voting.

That won’t be easy for Republicans wedded to the 
voter fraud narrative. But a national health emergen-
cy demands statehouse leaders make the health and 
safety of rank-and-file voters their No. 1 priority.

Above ideology. Above political calculations. Above 
red-meat sloganeering.

It isn’t necessary to wait for the state’s high court to 
act. The Legislature can quickly take steps to make 
absentee balloting easier. Here’s how:

First, drop the notary requirement. Signing an ab-
sentee ballot would be the equivalent of signing a le-
gal affidavit – the penalty would be perjury.

Second, mail every registered voter a signature-only 
absentee ballot – whether they requested one or not 
– for every election this year. And include a postage-
paid envelope for its return.

Third, expand early voting – more dates and more 
polling sites, especially in urban centers – to avoid as 
much as possible big crowds and long lines.

All three are easily done. Plus, there are myriad 
other tweaks that could help ensure public safety.

How about extending to all Oklahomans the right 
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Available through Amazon and Barnes and Noble. For a signed 
copy, send $20 check/cash to PO Box 458, Oilton, OK 74052. 

our overseas military families have to request absen-
tee ballots, even if they’re not already registered?

None of these proposals must be permanent. This 
health emergency will pass. When it does, Oklahoma 
can take a hard look at what worked and what didn’t. 
It’s likely state officials would not find any more prob-
lems than in the traditional in-person system.

How can we be so confidence? Because five states 
– Washington, Oregon, Utah, Colorado and Hawaii – 
already successfully rely almost entirely on mail-in 
ballots.

That is not to suggest there are no concerns. Jour-
nalist Greg Palast, who has investigated vote sup-
pression for The Guardian, Rolling Stone and BBC-TV 
for 20 years, cited federal Elections Assistance Com-
mission data that over a half-million 2016 ballots – 
512,696 – were rejected and not counted nationally.

“But that’s just the tip of the ballot-berg of un-
counted mail-in votes,” Palast reported. “A study by 
MIT, Losing Votes by Mail, puts the total loss of mail-
in votes at a breathtaking 22%. Move to 80% mail-in 
voting and 25 million will lose their vote.

“And not just anyone’s mail-in ballots are dumped 
in the electoral trashcan. Overwhelming, those 
junked are ballots mailed by poorer, younger, non-
white Americans.”

Why were so many ballots uncounted? Palast re-
ports 100,000 were missing a signature – in many 
cases, the second voter signature required in some 
states. Another 100,000 were lost because of post-
age due. And it’s unclear how many registered voters 
never actually received their ballots – experts say be-
tween 4% and 20% of any mass mailing goes astray.

All the more reason, argues ACLU of Oklahoma Ex-
ecutive Director Ryan Kiesel, that state election offi-
cials need to get started post-haste and make accom-
modations to timely and accurately count what could 
be a massive upswing in absentee voting.

“There must be an early processing of absentee 
ballots, as they are returned to the election board,” 
Kiesel argued in a March 26 letter to Ziriax. “This 
should include notice to a voter to make changes in 
the instance of a signature challenge, missing piece 
of information, or anything else that calls ballots into 
question. 

“While ballots should not tabulated until after polls 
close, the election board should do as much as pos-
sible in advance to prepare to expedite that process, 
to give voters faith in the electoral results.”

As of press time, the Oklahoma Supreme Court had 
not scheduled oral arguments in the League of Wom-
en Voters’ suit. Democratic lawmakers are pushing 
for action when the Legislature returns to under-the-
dome work the first week in May. There is little indi-
cation, however, GOP leadership is inclined to take it 
up – especially with the high court involved.

Statehouse leaders always can blame the state bud-
get crisis for their failure to act. Yes, the state is en-
during a $416 million revenue failure that forced it 
to dip into Rainy Day Funds. It’s also true that hun-

dreds of millions in fed-
eral pandemic relief are 
headed to Oklahoma – a 
sliver of which could be 
used to ensure safe, fair 
elections.

As the ACLU Oklaho-
ma’s policy and advocacy 
director, Nicole McAfee, 
put it, “At the end of the 
day, you can’t put a price 
tag on a functioning de-
mocracy.”
For more information, 
listen to the April 21 
Observercast: Medicaid 
Meets The Ballot Box at 
okobserver.org/observer-
cast/ or wherever you 
get your podcasts.
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Does High Court’s Clean Water
Ruling Offer Reason For Hope?

BY JAN NEW

On April 23, the U.S. Supreme Court decided 
the case of County of Maui, Hawaii vs. Ha-
waii Wildlife Fund, et.al. In a 51-page deci-
sion written by Justice Breyer for the ma-

jority, the court ruled the Clean Water Act requires a 
permit when a point source of pollution – an identifi-
able source – adds pollutants to navigable waters of 
the U.S. through groundwater, if the addition is the 
“functional equivalent of a direct discharge” from the 
source into the navigable waters.

Because the Ninth Circuit applied a different stan-
dard, the case against County of Maui was vacated 
and remanded with the inclusion of the stated stan-
dard. Whether critics will call it a non-decision in a 

fractious election year remains to be seen.
This ground water as an intermediate conveyance 

of pollutants has been hotly contested and litigated 
with federal district courts variously upholding and 
objecting to this interpretation. While the Supreme 
Court decision does not resolve definitional differ-
ences, it signals to the federal district courts that 
they must continue to grapple with the difficult is-
sue of surface waters under the influence of ground 
water. They will not be able to dismiss polluters who 
willfully, or inadvertently, discharge pollutants to 
ground water without the accountability of an NPDES 
permit. 

Why is the decision important to the Oklahoma and 
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national coal ash disposal issue?
In earlier Observers [“Coal Fired 

Plants … ” Jan. 2019 and “SCO-
TUS Cases … ” May 2019], the 
environmental and public health 
concerns about coal ash expo-
sure were discussed at the same 
time NPR and Frontline were air-
ing a documentary, “Coal’s Dead-
ly Dust.” At issue, the disposal 
process for coal combustion re-
siduals [CCR’s]. These residuals 
include primarily fly ash and bot-
tom ash, containing life-altering 
and life-threatening concentra-
tions of silica and heavy metals, 
leading to respiratory diseases, 
neurological problems, and can-
cers.

Coal ash disposal is an enormous and growing 
problem. Though the total number of U.S. coal-fired 
power plants had decreased to under 1,000 by 2007, 
the CCR’s remain – much of them stockpiled in more 
than 700 coal ash “units”  consisting of mines and 
open, lined, and predominantly unlined pits or ponds, 
some near navigable waters or streams, tributaries, 
and major rivers of the U.S. 

Since 2017 the current Administration in Washing-
ton has consistently delayed and deregulated numer-
ous environmental protections – some of these to 
advantage the coal industry. The efforts to delay or 
deregulate the coal industry continued to take place 
even during the impeachment hearings and now dur-

ing the Coronavirus pandemic.
In 2015 EPA published rules to regulate coal ash 

as a “non-hazardous” waste under the Resource Con-
servation and Recovery Act [RCRA]. In June 2018 
just before Scott Pruitt resigned as director of EPA, 
Oklahoma became the first state to be given authority 
over its coal ash program though this decision has 
continued to be protested by environmental groups 
like the Oklahoma Chapter of the Sierra Club, New 
York-based Waterkeeper Alliance, and a Miami-based 
non-profit agency, LEAD Agency Inc., which focuses 
on the Grand River Watershed. Their united concern 
expressed in Nov. 2018 was that Oklahoma Depart-
ment of Environmental Quality permits did not safe-
guard human health and the environment from coal 
ash. These three entities filed lawsuits in in the D.C. 
District Court.

In June 2018, Earthjustice and the Environmental 
Integrity Project documented four Oklahoma coal 
ash dumpsites where groundwater had been contami-
nated by unsafe levels of one or more of the following 
coal ash pollutants: arsenic, boron, cobalt, lithium, 
molybdenum, radium, selenium, and sulfate. On be-
half of the other Oklahoma entities, Earthjustice filed 
a lawsuit in D.C. District Court against EPA to block 
them from transferring federal oversight of toxic coal 
ash disposal in Oklahoma to ODEQ. The Oklahoma 
program runs directly counter to a federal court ap-
peals court ruling the same organizations won that 
bans unlined toxic coal ash ponds from continuing 
to operate. According to a Nov. 5, 2019 article in the 
Oklahoman the Earthjustice case is still pending.

Beginning in 2017, with the selection of Scott Pruitt 
as EPA administrator and continuing through An-
drew Wheeler’s current tenure, EPA has been recon-
sidering, revising, replacing, repealing, rolling back, 
delaying, postponing, and generally deregulating coal 
ash and other protections affecting coal and other in-
dustries. Among those actions, EPA:

• was directed to review the Clean Power Plan in 
March 2017, still being dismantled by Wheeler who 
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is redefining health risks in preparation for CPP roll-
back;

• issued a stay on the Effluent Limitations Guide-
lines Rule for certain steam electric power plants in 
April 2017;

• closed a very short public comment period on 
a proposed rule to eliminate protections for half of 
America’s wetlands in April 2019;

• published a questionable guidance in April 2019 
concluding that pollutants to groundwater were “cat-
egorically excluded from the Clean Water Act because 
Congress left this regulation to the states and other 
statutory authorities;

• received an order from President Trump instruct-
ing the agency to further limit the time and informa-
tion states would have to approve or veto polluting 
projects in April 2019;

• replaced a rule now giving states more leeway in 
whether to require efficiency upgrades at existing 
coal plants in June 2019;

• proposed issuing new rules in November 2019 al-
lowing time extensions for unlined coal ash waste 
ponds up to eight additional years;

• along with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers final-
ized in January a controversial new rule redefining 
the term “Waters of the United States” [WOTUS] un-
der the Clean Water Action; and

• 9] announced repeal of a rule requiring coal plants 
to cut back emissions of mercury and other human 
health hazards, and limiting future regulation of air 
pollutants by petroleum and coal plants in April. 

Is there reason for hope?
While we all want clean air, clean water and afford-

able energy, the U.S. and the world at large are still 
very reliant on fossil fuels. At least 85% of my an-
nual electric bill is based on oil, coal, and gas. While 
renewables have made progress, world consumption 
by source appears in the graph in this article from 
Wikipedia’s “World Energy Consumption.”

In the interim, as we commit to better solutions in 
the United States, we cannot ignore 200 other coun-
tries – many of whom are still scaling up their use of 
fossil fuels.

Fortunately, another sign of progress is Duke En-
ergy’s recent decision to step away from continuing 
lawsuits in North Carolina over a 2014 coal ash stor-
age breach that sent 70 miles of toxic sludge into 
the Dan River. Settling out of court in January, Duke 
agreed to excavate nearly 80 million tons of coal ash 
and move it to dry storage.

The coal ash and other energy problems are com-
mon to all of us; neither Republicans nor Democrats 
have all the answers, but we have made safe, plenti-
ful, affordable energy production a partisan issue to 
the peril of public health and the environment. All of 
us will pay for the solution or its avoidance – one way 
or another.

Until we understand this and are willing to commit 
to our mutual responsibility as stewards and conser-
vators of earth’s resources, it will continue to matter 
who you vote for – at every level of government. Your 
vote counts.
Jan New is a retired public administrator for munici-
pal, state, and federal programs, private industry, 
and national trade association program develop-
ment.

Remembering Jay And Madeline Carwile
With the recent pass-

ing of Jay Carwile, we at 
The Observer not only 
bid farewell to a dear 
friend, but also to one of 
our original subscribers.

Jay and his wife of 72 
years, Madeline, who 
died in January 2019, 
were truly part of the 
DNA of our feisty journal 
of commentary.

Their love for and de-
votion to The Observer 
was born of a bond forged more than a half century 
ago with our founding publisher and editor, Helen 
and Frosty Troy, when the couples and their children 
lived in Midwest City.

It also reflected their core values, including an un-
wavering commitment to social justice and fairness, 
to faith, family and friends, and to a nation both 
served during World War II.

The Carwiles remained an integral part of The Ob-

server even after they moved to Wichita, KS and the 
Troys passed the baton to the Hamiltons in 2006. 
They continued to offer wise counsel and encourage-
ment and gifted Observer subscriptions to others.

The last time we visited with them in person was 
in 2018 at The Observer’s Evening With Dan Rather 
at the University of Central Oklahoma Boathouse in 
OKC. 

Madeline adored the veteran CBS Evening News 
anchor and was thrilled, after all these years, to fi-
nally be able to personally 
thank him for unwaveringly 
reporting the truth about the 
Vietnam War.

The Carwiles are survived 
by seven children and 19 
grandchildren. 

Jay and Madeline embod-
ied the Greatest Generation. 
Jay, who was 97, will be laid 
to rest alongside Madeline in 
Arlington National Cemetery 
at a later date. 
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Book Chronicles Medal Of Honor Recipients
A retired Oklahoman re-

porter has written a book 
about Medal of Honor re-
cipients with ties to Okla-
homa.

The book by Henry-
etta native John Greiner 
is Oklahoma’s Medal of 
Honor Recipients: Stories 
of Outstanding Courage 
Through the Years. 

The book has been pub-
lished by New Forums 
Press in Stillwater as part of The Oklahoma Military 
Heritage Foundation Pathfinder Series.

Greiner’s book traces Medal of Honor recipients 
from the Civil War, the Indian Wars, the Philippine In-
surrection, the Boxer Rebellion in China, World War 
I, World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War.

Proceeds from the sale of the book are dedicated 

to the Oklahoma Military Heritage Foundation, which 
identifies Oklahoma war heroes and inducts them 
into the Oklahoma Military Hall of Fame.

The Oklahoma Military Heritage Foundation con-
tinues to search for other Medal of Honor recipients 
with Oklahoma connections to honor them with rec-
ognition and induction into the Oklahoma Military 
Hall of Fame.

Greiner was born in Henryetta where he grew up, 
graduating from Henryetta High School in 1960.

He attended the University of Oklahoma, graduat-
ing with a bachelor’s degree in Journalism in 1964. 
He worked 42 years for The Oklahoman in Oklahoma 
City.

He is a retired Colonel who served in the Panama 
Canal Zone and later in the 95th Division, U.S. Army 
Reserve, and Oklahoma Army National Guard’s 45th 
Infantry Brigade, both headquartered in Oklahoma 
City.

The book is available on Amazon for $16.95.

Rewarding Success With Risky Behavior
BY GARY EDMONDSON

About 30 years ago, my doctor told me that I 
needed to lose about 40 pounds. “Tommy, if I lost 40 
pounds, I’d be dead.”

Regrettably, my subconscious registered his wise 
words as a challenge. Instead of losing 40 pounds – 
or even five – I gravitated in the other direction, to 
such an extent [expanse?] that dieting – well, trying 
to diet – became somewhat of a constant in my life.

I know the diet routine all too well. Strive and de-
prive all week, and then reward all of that hard work 
with a weekend of “rewards” such as ice cream, 
pastries, over-indulgences of all kinds.

Then start all over the next Monday.
Ignoring the non-action of Gov. Kevin Stitt, who 

was cavorting about and eating out right up until he 
finally issued wishy-washy guidelines, most Okla-
homans – watching the coronavirus devastation in 
other states – started self-isolating and self-distanc-
ing long before any restrictions were put into place.

Some cities have been better led than others, 
which blatantly put profits ahead of public safety. 
But, as a whole, individual Oklahomans acted re-
sponsibly. We have not experienced the massive 
onslaughts of states on either coast. [The Boston 
Globe recently published 16 pages of obituaries.]

But that doesn’t mean we have beaten COVID-19. 
It’s out there. If it gets a foothold in the state, we will 
see ever higher sickness and death totals. Which 

gets us back to my dieting reference.
Since citizen-generated responsible isolation and 

self-distancing has been successful, our governor 
decided to reward Oklahomans by opening up the 
state for business again against the state’s own 
medical evidence. Barber shops, nail salons and pet 
groomers were given the state’s green light on April 
24. “Restaurant dining rooms, movie theatres, gyms 
and other businesses could open as soon as May 1,” 
as reported by Chris Polansky of Tulsa Public Radio.

Polansky’s report came April 23, and centered on 
doubts from the medical community about Stitt’s 
plan:

“The president of the Oklahoma State Medical As-
sociation said Thursday that he is not confident that 
Gov. Kevin Stitt’s plan to begin reopening the state’s 
economy on April 24th is a good idea.

“‘We think it’s probably premature,’ said Dr. 
George Monks. ‘It’s probably a hasty or overambi-
tious plan to open up this soon.’

“Monks said that the criteria issued by the Trump 
administration for when to begin reopening states 
include at least two weeks of declining cases of 
COVID-19, the disease caused by the novel coronavi-
rus. He said that the state is actually seeing growth 
in the spread of the virus, citing the Oklahoma State 
Department of Health’s own released data.

“‘There’s definitely not a two-week downward 
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Larason: A Champion Of Public Ed
Former state Rep. Linda Larason, a champion of 

public education who devoted her life to vulnerable 
women, children and families, died recently at age 
72.

A lifelong Democrat, Larason represented north-
west OKC’s District 88 in the state House from 1985-
95. 

“When it comes to the history of Oklahoma’s fe-
male leaders, Linda Larason was a true titan,” said 
state Rep. Cyndi Munson, D-OKC. “I had the privilege 
of being her representative before she passed away, 
and her drive to make things better never ceased.

“She will not only be remembered for the joy she 
brought her friends and loved ones but also for the 
positive change she made throughout Oklahoma. I 
will always be grateful for her belief and investment 
in me.”

Before entering elective politics, Larason served as 
League of Women Voters OKC chapter president dur-
ing the fight to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment.

As a lawmaker, she co-authored the historic educa-
tion reform package, HB 1017, and was a member of 

the T-Bar 12, the group that engineered the ouster 
of the House Speaker Jim Baker and election of Rep. 
Steve Lewis.

Democratic Rep. Jason Dunnington, who currently 
serves District 88, said Larason “made a career out 
of protecting vulnerable women, children, and fami-
lies. Advocating for things like teen pregnancy pre-
vention and equitable access to healthcare.

“House District 88 and the state, are better be-
cause of her fierce advocacy and service to all Okla-
homans.”

Former Democratic Rep. Debbie Blackburn, who 
succeeded Larason in 1995, recalled that “Linda’s 
votes were based on principle, not on what was pop-
ular.

“She cared about the greater good, not just the 
few. Her proudest achievement was making Pre-K 
education available to all schools in the state she 
loved. She had integrity.”

Survivors include her husband of 50 years, Tim, 
two children, and a sister-in-law and brother-in-law, 
Linda and Drew Edmondson.

trend in any of these metrics,’ Dr. 
Monks said.”

He said that on Thursday. On 
Sunday, on Fox Faux News, Stitt – 
as allergic to facts as the president 
– “claimed that hospitalizations 
in the state ‘peaked on March 30.’ 
However, he seems to be unaware 
that the greatest increase in re-
ported COVID-19 cases came just 
five days before his appearance,” 
according to Sarah K. Burris of 
Raw Story.

“Fox News host Chris Wallace 
asked Stitt about a recent com-
ment warning against the reopen-
ing from experts in his state,” Bur-
ris continued, adding this quote 
from Dr. Monks:

“‘Even without widespread test-
ing, Oklahoma has seen an ongo-
ing growth in the number of cases, 
hospitalizations, and deaths in the 

past week alone,’ said the president of the Oklaho-
ma State Medical Association.”

And our governor, who should have access to the 
same state-generated facts as Dr. Monks, replied, “I 
don’t know exactly who that is.”

The Raw Story headline on Stitt’s preference for 
profits over people, his deliberate ignorance – as an 
ignoring any sources that might thwart his goals 
– summed up the situation, “Oklahoma governor 
humiliated on Fox News when asked about medical 

association opposing reopening.”
Oklahomans have no natural immunity to CO-

VID-19. We have been spared its devastation because 
we have been smarter than our governor in recog-
nizing how dangerous it is and in prioritizing Okla-
homa lives over profits. We would be wise to main-
tain these convictions – or we might find ourselves 
snatching defeat out of the jaws of success.
Duncan’s Gary Edmondson is chair of the Stephens 
County Democratic Party.
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How To Create A Happier Place
BY SHARON MARTIN

Poor people are the economy. They work, they get 
paid, and they put everything they earn back into 
circulation.

Even if they have to decide how their meager pay-
checks are spent – for rent, food, or medical care 
– they give everything back, including, sometimes, 
their lives.

The wealthy find all sorts of ways to park their 
money – in stocks, IRAs, offshore accounts, and 
low-tax havens.

You can’t judge the economy by the Dow Jones. It 
doesn’t mean a thing to workers who can’t afford a 
decent standard of living.

Poor people are seldom appreciated by the rich 
and powerful. Factory owners cross borders and 
oceans to find workers who will work for less. Work-
ers aren’t expendable. No factory owner gets rich 
without the people who labor. Likewise, they need 
people who can afford to buy their products.

It’s not just about personal responsibility. Choices 
make a difference, but the choices aren’t the same 
on different rungs of the ladder.

It’s not just about hard work. Some of the poorest 
people on the planet work the hardest.

The real issue is the system we have created. We 
place a higher value on the growth of the entire sys-
tem than we do on the wellbeing of those who drive 
the growth, the working people.

In real time, we’re seeing the effects of this. De-
spite our stellar healthcare system, health care isn’t 
available to everyone. That minorities and the poor 
are suffering disproportionately during the pandem-
ic shouldn’t come as a surprise.

Even in better times, economy affects incarcera-
tion rates, the number of abortions, average lifes-
pan, and levels of violence and unrest.

If we tax all citizens and businesses fairly, mean-
ing that above certain income levels, the tax rate 
is higher, we can afford to fund the programs that 
make life better for everyone. Tax shortfalls would 
be the exception instead of the rule.

Fund mental healthcare, treatment for addictions, 
and access to preventive care, and spending for cor-
rections and social services goes down.

Provide equitable, high-quality education in every 
zip code, including access to post-secondary jobs 
training, and, again, the need for social services 
goes down. At the same time, the number of workers 
paying into the treasury goes up.

We’d live in a happier place. There would be less 
despair if every worker received a living wage.

You’d see a rise in entrepreneurship. It’s a lot 
easier to take a chance on starting a new business if 
you don’t lose your insurance to do it.

Take care of the workers! Not only is their labor 
the source of wealth for employers and the state, it 
is the right thing to do.
Sharon Martin’s latest book, I’ve Got The Blues: 
Looking For Justice In A Red State, is available 
through Amazon and Barnes and Noble. A signed 
copy may be purchased by sending $20 check/cash 
per copy to PO Box 458, Oilton, OK 74052.

Wrong Address
A man left Chicago for a vacation in Florida. His 

wife was on a business trip and planned to meet 
him the next day.

When he arrived in Florida, he emailed his wife 
to let her know he had arrived, but mistyped her 
address. Instead, his message went to a woman 
whose husband had just passed away.

When the grieving woman opened her email, 
she read the message, screamed and passed out.

The woman’s daughter rushed into the room 
and found this note on the computer screen:

My Darling Wife – Just checked in. Everything is 
prepared for your arrival tomorrow. Looking for-
ward to being with you again.

Your loving husband.
P.S. Sure is hot down here!!!
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Ineptitude ... Without End
BY STEVE JARMAN

In July 2005 I attended The JASON Project’s 
National Educator’s Conference in Milwaukee. That 
year’s theme was Disappearing Wetlands and the 
upcoming live broadcast would be taking place later 
that school year in the wetlands south of New Or-
leans.

The keynote speaker was Dr. Mark Schexsnayder, 
a professor at LSU. His opening comments were 
riveting. “The city of New Orleans has purchased 
100,000 body bags to get ready for a hurricane that 
will hit New Orleans within the next 50 years. Now 
here’s the big question. Who cares?”

New Orleans didn’t have to wait 50 years. It didn’t 
have to wait 50 days. Hurricane Katrina hit that area 
on Aug. 23 that year. One thousand, eight-hundred, 
thirty-three people died so they didn’t have to use all 
of the body bags they had on hand.

Now, we have the greatest pandemic of our lifetime 
bearing down on us. We watch it on television. We 

hear about the cases and we hear about the deaths.
I have been trying to avoid getting caught up in ex-

changing sarcastic political jabs. When people start 
pointing fingers and playing the blame game around 
me I tell them, “Science is real and numbers don’t 
lie.” 

Still, I cannot help but be disgusted with the way 
that Donald Trump has handled this pandemic.

He holds press conferences yet shames report-
ers and belittles them for asking valid questions. 
He puts the responsibility of handling COVID-19 off 
on each state. Healthcare workers either don’t have 
enough protective equipment or adequate equip-
ment to take care of their patients not to mention 
themselves.

The governors are expected to bid for ventilators 
as if they were bidding on eBay only to discover that 
their ventilators went to another state because they 
were outbid. Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, 
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then has the gall to tell people in a press conference 
that the ventilators that are presently in the federal 
stockpile belong to the federal government and the 
states have no right to them.

Trump expects the governors and other state of-
ficials to be more appreciative of him. If they don’t 
kiss up to him, he belittles them. He also tells them 
it’s not his problem.

This ineptitude goes on and on without end. He 
declares himself to be a wartime president, yet 
waited and waited and waited before enacting the 
Defense Production Act. If Franklin Roosevelt had 
handled World War II like Donald Trump has handled 
this pandemic we would be saluting flags with  swas-
tikas on one side and rising suns on the other side 
right now.

Now, where does Dr. Shexnayder’s comments 
about the body bags come into play? George W. 
Bush’s administration tried to tell people that they 

had no way of knowing that a hurricane would hit 
the New Orleans area. Honestly, those body bags 
weren’t purchased just a day or two before Dr. 
Shexnayder came to Milwaukee.

On Apr. 3, 2015 Bill Gates made what is referred to 
as a TED talk in which he explained that one day the 
world would have to fight a greater battle than any 
war we have ever fought. It would be a war against a 
virus. You can see it on YouTube. Then, he told this 
to Donald Trump after he first took office. The newly 
elected president had been made aware. 

We need leadership at the national level and we 
aren’t getting it.

One other thing that truly bothers me is that we 
have an election coming up in November. If Okla-
homa holds true to form Donald Trump will carry 
Oklahoma.
Pauls Valley’s Steve Jarman is a retired public 
school teacher.

A World Without Birdsong
BY JIM BUSH

There’s a Native American belief called the “hour 
of the wolf.” As described in the book, Seeds of 
Change, it is “the darkest moment just before 
daybreak, when symphonies of crickets, cicadas, 
and birds resound across the land to stimulate the 
plants to drink the morning dew.”

I think that’s the most beautiful and poetic con-
cept I’ve ever heard of. And what if it is literally 
true? What if birdsong really plays a part in stimu-
lating the growth of plants?

Farfetched, you say. Not so quick. Chris Bird, 
coauthor of The Secret Life of Plants, actually con-
ducted experiments that demonstrated the potent 
effects of sound on plants.

If you’ve ever awakened in the country to what is 
known as “the dawn chorus” you may have expe-
rienced that power of early morning birdsong. The 
dawn chorus is when all the birds in the area begin 
singing right before the sun comes up. The more 
birds the louder and stronger the symphony. I have 
heard and felt it viscerally while camping beside a 
marsh in East Texas.

I am bringing this up because of another on-
slaught on nature proposed by the Trump admin-
istration. According to an ABC News report, “The 
Trump administration wants to end the 50-year 
practice of using criminal penalties under the mi-
gratory bird law to pressure companies into taking 
measures to prevent unintentional bird deaths.”

Former U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Director, Dan 
Ashe, says “removing that obligation, if it stands, 
over the next several decades will result in billions 

of birds being casualties.” That’s billions with a B. 
“It will be catastrophic,” he concludes.

The news story stated that “Industry sources kill 
an estimated 450 million to 1.1 billion birds an-
nually out of an overall 7.2 billion birds in North 
America, according to U.S. Fish and Wildlife and 
recent sources.

“The Trump administration dismissed Ashe’s dire 
prediction, contending companies will continue to 
avoid bird deaths voluntarily.”

Right. We all know how well that sort of thing has 
worked out.

These alarming warnings from the experts come 
on top of recent reports that nearly three billion 
birds have disappeared from North America since 
1970. That’s nearly a third of the birds native to the 
region. Gone!

Maybe there are those who would be satisfied to 
live in a world without birdsong. I am not one of 
them.
Jim Bush is a Waxahachie, TX-based singer, song-
writer, poet, philosopher and environmentalist.
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Planned Obsolescence
Now Extends To People

BY GARY EDMONDSON

It was an argument I never won. My dad, who grew 
up during the Great Depression, would greet me 
with a project, some item that had broken. He would 
want me to get it repaired. He truly could not com-
prehend that “nobody fixes things anymore,” that 
most repair shops had long since closed. Having 
grown up in an age of thrift, he couldn’t understand 
our age of wastefulness.

Yours truly, on the other hand, can remember 
hearing the notion of “planned obsolescence” before 
I hit my teens. [I’m guessing Mad Magazine might 
have been one source.] The primary example was 
that cars weren’t designed to last more than a few 
years so that consumers would return to buy new 
cars.

My electric lawnmower conked out on me a couple 
weeks ago. The company tech expert decided it was 

probably a resistor – an easy repair except there was 
no one within 150 miles to repair it and he could 
not send me the part. He offered to send me a mail-
ing label that would pay for shipment to the Dallas-
Fort Worth area. I called the hardware store where 
I bought the mower seven months ago, and was 
offered a free trade for brand new mower.

Exercising that option over the weekend, I told the 
guy making the exchange that it was probably only 
a resistor and, that since I had forgotten to bring my 
original grass-catcher [I’m a mulcher], he could keep 
the one included with the new mower. Nope, that old 
mower – needing one small part – was written off the 
books, permanently out of commission.

The doctrine of planned obsolescence became the 
key factor in most advertising campaigns. You need 
the newest, the latest, the greatest, the best – or you 
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will not be “keeping up with the Joneses,” Madison 
Avenue’s mantra. The fear of social failure was, and 
still is, drummed into our heads throughout our 
days. [Listening to Judit Neddermann on Spotify 
when I started this column, I received a commercial 
urging me to upgrade after about 15 minutes.]

Cell phones are now mini-computers, cameras and 
the centers of many people’s lives. But you have to 
have the right one, the new one, the latest. And just 
to make sure you feel that need, some companies 
have been caught slowing down the processing on 
older models just to remind you that newer versions 
are available.

Good enough is no longer good enough. When I 
upgraded my computer system, I had the option of 
Windows 7 or Windows 10. My computer guru said 
the older version was better. And it has worked just 
fine. But a few months ago, I got my notice that Win-
dows 7 would no longer get tech support. “Hey, don’t 
you know we have another product to sell you?”

The success of Madison Avenue’s propaganda 
campaign surfaces today in the call from Trumpis-
tas to re-open the economy regardless of the cost in 
lives. Self-serving platitudes about freedom, liberty 
and the American Way can’t disguise our tendency 
toward unmitigated greed, rabid consumerism and 
proud, conspicuous waste.

Older Americans are the high-risk demographic 
for deadly cases of COVID-19. Thus, a call to “return 
to normalcy,” as that great economist Cal Coolidge 
once urged, accepts the notion that the deaths of 
the elderly – and those with health issues and mi-
nority populations with substandard health care op-
tions – are just a corollary of planned obsolescence. 
It’s their time to exit. We need to get these people 
out of the way so the survivors can get back to work. 
Their warranty has expired.

Addressing this ageism in La Voz de Galicia at the 
first of April, the eclectic Galician bagpiper Cristina 
Pato observed, “Perhaps one of the most painful 
lessons of this crisis is precisely to see how these 
forms of discrimination, so present in our aging 
society, are invisible to those who do not experience 
them daily.”

Lamenting the high death toll in Spanish nursing 
homes – which have been mirrored over here when 
the virus arrived – Pato noted, “Discrimination is a 
powerful virus that sometimes kills in a violent way 
and sometimes in a silent manner. Reflecting as a 
society about other kinds of silent discrimination 
that will assail us in the coming days is an exercise 
as painful as it is necessary, but we cannot allow 
sadness to dampen our spirit of solidarity so we can 
continue to fight for the rights of those heroes and 
heroines who never asked anything in return: our 
elderly.”

We prioritize profits to the total exclusion of all 

considerations, such as honor, love and truth. A 
medium of exchange has been given precedence over 
its own creators. Just wrap a flag around it. Pretend 
it’s patriotic. Make it un-American to challenge un-
bridled greed.

How pervasive is this attitude? Consider the num-
ber of preachers urging their congregants to put 
themselves and others in danger in order to fill the 
churches and their coffers. [And that’s not count-
ing the guy encouraging followers to sign over their 
coronavirus survival checks to him.]

The religious establishment has spent 160 years 
fighting Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species 
by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation 
of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life. But now 
“survival of the fittest” seems to be an acceptable 
doctrine in some religious as well as economic 
circles.

Later in April, Pato wrote, “Maintaining dignity is 
going to be a daunting task, and perhaps we should 
stop listening to the daily political sermon to imag-
ine the story of the super cashier, and in passing 
ask him how he is doing; or that of the neighbor 
who cleans the residence of the elderly, or that of 
the worker who disinfects the containers ... Because 
they make the machinery that sustains society … 
They deserve our applause, our kindness and our 
deep gratitude.”

They deserve a decent health care system, too, but 
that’s an argument for another day.
Duncan’s Gary Edmondson is chair of the Stephens 
County Democratic Party.

In a crisis, the limits and failures of a capitalist 
society become clear. Take GDP as one example.

Gross domestic product is the value of goods 
produced and services provided in the country in a 
given year. The U.S. is productive, no doubt. What 
the GDP doesn’t tell us is that workers, the real 
producers in this country, receive a fraction of the 
reward. And as laborers are laid off during this pan-
demic, they will suffer the lion’s share of the loss.

Most who lose their job also lose their health 
insurance. Now, they are not only broke but without 
access to healthcare.

Citizens in the legal system are in jeopardy, too.
In late March, the Oklahoma County jail released 

more than 200 “nonviolent, low-level offenders.” 
Lawyers with the Oklahoma County public defend-
er’s office and the Arnall Family Foundation identi-
fied prisoners that qualified for release.

Economic Justice
BY SHARON MARTIN

CONTINUED ON PAGE 42
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BIDEN HIS TIME
The pandemic has torpedoed traditional campaigning for 
presumptive Democratic nominee Joe Biden, but it hasn’t 
slowed the debate over whether he’s the right candidate at the 
right time to unseat the president who would be king.

The Biden
Conundrum
BY MARC ASH

Anytime you forget 
how dangerous Don-
ald Trump is to both 
the Republic and 

Democracy, he reminds you. 
He will not let you forget for 
an instant, a nanosecond, how 
important it is to rescue the 
presidency from his megalo-
maniacal greed and incompe-
tence.

It is difficult but essential to 
remember that no matter how 
bad Trump is, however high 
the stakes may be for remov-
ing him from office, Trump is 
not the problem, he is a mani-
festation of the problem.

The problem is corruption. It is 
the stage on which Trump stands. 
You can rid the nation of Trump 
by removing him from office, but 
without systemic change, you 
cannot eliminate the conditions 
that brought him to power and al-
low him to remain in power.

In 2015 both Donald Trump and 
Bernie Sanders emerged as anti-
establishment candidates. Sand-
ers rarely appeared on cable news 
broadcasts, and those appear-
ances were limited to very brief 
soundbites. Trump, on the other 
hand, got more on-air coverage 
than any other presidential candi-
date in history. Why?

America’s
Political Soul

Deja Vu
All Over Again

CONTINUED ON PAGE 25

Making real democratic 
change is messy, inher-
ently anti-establish-
ment and fundamen-

tally about choosing sides.
Throughout our history, we 

have periodically needed large, 
disruptive political shake-ups to 
assure the survival and expansion 

BY JIM HIGHTOWER BY JEREMY KUZMAROV

The great Australian dis-
sident Julian Assange 
characterized the 2016 
election as a contest be-

tween syphilis and gonnorhea.
With Bernie Sanders dropping 

out of the race, we are again left 
with two abysmal choices in 2020.

One, President Trump, has 
CONTINUED ON PAGE 25 CONTINUED ON PAGE 26
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Conundrum
Sanders threatened the systemic corruption; 

Trump reveled in it, embodied it. Sure Trump was 
charismatic, quotable, and compelling, in a dark and 
sadistic way, but he was something the corporate 
media understood and did not feel threatened by in 
the same way they felt threatened by Sanders’s mes-
sage of reform.

ENTER JOE BIDEN
At a point when Sanders seemed poised to capture 

the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination, there 
were voices on Democratic-leaning cable broadcasts 
bluntly saying that Trump would be preferable to 
Sanders. Defeating Sanders was a mission.

The candidate Democratic broadcasting really pre-
ferred was Joe Biden. He represented the promise of 
a return to the corporate-friendly Democratic Party 
policies of the ‘80s and ‘90s. A promise that inde-
cently cannot be kept.

Is Joe Biden better than Trump? Yes. Biden is 
clearly the better man and better for the country. 
But Biden brings significant problems of his own.

Biden repairs the transatlantic relationship be-
tween the U.S. and its traditional European partners, 
but he aggravates tensions between Russia and its 
global partners.

Biden understands economic matters better than 
Trump, and you can expect a more robust and stable 
economic climate in the U.S., but a fundamental 
realignment of the U.S. economy to make it more 
competitive in a global economy probably isn’t going 
to happen.

On race relations, you can expect a quantum leap 
forward should Biden replace Trump. Trump’s in-
cendiary ethnic rhetoric is unlike anything that has 
ever emerged from the White House – ever. He isn’t 
the first racist in the Oval Office, but he is by far the 
most vocal and strident.

Biden easily beats Trump on race relations. But 
does he really have a meaningful long-term impact? 
It’s not likely. His old-school Democratic Party 
North-South synergy mindset lends itself better to 
maintaining the status quo than to the fundamen-
tal change and real progress on race relations that 
would break new ground for generations to come.

In totality, anything or anyone who gets Donald 
Trump out of the White House is a good thing. Joe 
Biden, however, isn’t the agent of change the coun-
try desperately needs and deserves. With so much 
on the line, it was an epic tragedy that at this mo-
ment the corporate press chose the Democratic 
nominee.

The point of the Progressive movement is to 
achieve social progress. That has been barred from 
the Oval Office again. Creating the conditions for a 
second Trump term doesn’t do anything to advance 
that agenda.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 24

Yes, it is necessary to vote for Biden to remove 
Trump from office. But that leaves very important 
work undone.

The Democrats and their corporate benefactors 
have forestalled social progress again. Trump has to 
go. The struggle for progress, however, must inten-
sify.
Marc Ash is the founder and former executive direc-
tor of Truthout, and is now founder and editor of 
Reader Supported News.

Soul
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 24

of the democratic ideals that make America’s social 
cohesion possible. Those shake-ups have not come 
from the comfortable center. Indeed, the abolition 
of slavery, women’s suffrage, the rise of labor, the 
People’s Party platform of 1892, trust-busting laws, 
the New Deal, civil rights protections, environmental 
safeguards, same-sex marriage, immigrant justice, 
et cetera have been won against the adamant opposi-
tion of centrists.

Which brings us to the present progressive/cen-
trist divide in the ongoing Democratic Party pri-
maries. How to choose sides? It’s not as hard as it 
might seem if you ask two fundamental questions 
about the Big Change ideas being put forth by the 
progressive movement.

1. Who opposes Big Change? The most obvious 
suspects are the corporate powers presently goug-
ing us and wallowing in trillions of dollars that they 
extract annually from the established systems of the 
status quo.

These forces include insurance behemoths and 
other health industry profiteers [No “Medicare for 
All”!], fossil fuel monopolists [No Green New Deal!] 
and superrich tax cheaters [No wealth tax!]. They are 
funding an army of Congress critters, front groups, 
media flacks, lobbyists, political action committees, 
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academic hacks, et al. to push a multitude of strat-
egies intended to demonize, dilute, sidetrack and 
ultimately kill all proposals by democratic populists.

Less obvious are the self-perpetuating forces of 
the Democratic establishment: the corporate execu-
tives and lobbyists who, as consistent fat-cat do-
nors, have bought their way in; top national party of-
ficials who court and rely on those big-money givers; 
old guard political brokers such as the Democratic 
Congressional Campaign Committee; and the clubby 
insider network of campaign consultants, managers, 
pollsters, media strategists and other operatives.

Pledged to protect the status quo and its own 
survival, this permanent party apparatus functions 
not as a people’s political movement but as a lucra-
tive business: By selling conventional Democratic 
conservatism, they block any “little d” and “big D” 
progressivism that dares challenge the corporate 
order.

If there were any doubts about the party establish-
ment’s opposition to progressive ideas, candidates 
and constituencies, the DCCC put them to rest in 
March 2019 with a formal decree that any political 
consultant who works with “outsider” candidates – 
that is, grassroots progressives who dare challenge 
sitting members of the House Democratic Caucus – 
will be cut off from any future work with the Demo-
cratic Party. Yes, it’s astounding but true: the tone-
deaf party hierarchy has created an official blacklist 
to shield even its most ossified and corporatized 
incumbents from any outbreaks of democracy.

This same boneheaded adherence to monetized 
politics is what keeps the “party of the people” wed-
ded to anti-people policies. Leading Democrats pose 
as progressives while opposing change that would 
matter to working-class and poor families.

2. Who supports Big Change? The public at large. 
And not just card-carrying progressives – greens, 
socialists, community organizers, feminists, climate 
activists and so forth – but many regular, workaday 
folks of all shades who are just trying to get along, 

contribute to the common good and lead a decent 
life with family, friends and community.

For 30-odd years they’ve mostly been shoved 
aside, knocked down and disempowered. So, excuse 
them if they’re not charmed by longtime Democratic 
Party elites who are once again asking them to get 
excited about small tweaks that will just tighten the 
screws on systemic inequality.

A winning platform for these potential voters is 
one big enough that it could, in then-President 
Franklin Roosevelt’s inspiring pledge of 1936, “re-
store America to its own people.” Even the centrist 
policy group Center for American Progress con-
firmed in a nationwide survey late last year that 65% 
or more of the people [including most Republicans] 
agree on the following:

• College education is too expensive, and states 
should do more to “help people afford a college edu-
cation without getting buried in debt.” 

• Rich families and corporations should pay more 
in taxes, and middle-class families should pay less. 

• Pharmaceutical companies should be penalized 
if drug prices increase faster than inflation.

• Government should create more jobs with a $1 
trillion investment in infrastructure including both 
roads and “expanded production of clean energy.” 

• We should reduce inequality with a 2% “wealth 
tax” on net worth in excess of $50 million. 

• Especially noteworthy: 84% of Democrats, 72% 
of independents and nearly half of Republicans say 
“big corporations have too much power and should 
be strongly regulated.”

It’s pure political folly to think you can win by 
hiding what you – and most other people – need and 
want. If the Democratic Party doesn’t stand up for 
regular people, why would it stand up for Demo-
crats? Fundamentally, this election is both a chance 
and a responsibility for Democrats to say unequivo-
cally and boldly what kind of country they want 
America to be.

© Creators.com

Deja Vu
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 24

failed the country by dismissing early warnings 
about the Coronivirus, while enflaming racial divi-
sions and cruelly sanctioning mass roundups of 
undocumented immigrants.

Trump’s environmental record has also been 
catastrophic and his economic programs – includ-
ing sweeping corporate tax cuts and lessening of 
regulations designed to prevent tax evasion – cater 
blatantly to the 1%.

In foreign policy, despite creating the illusion of 
being an isolationist, Trump expanded drone strikes 
and troop levels in the Middle East, and intensi-
fied humanitarian crises by ratcheting up sanctions 

against vulnerable countries like Venezuela.
Trump further pulled the United States out of the 

Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty [INF] mandating 
a reduction of mid-range nuclear weapons, provided 
lethal military aid to Ukraine as it carried out gross 
human rights provinces in its eastern provinces, and 
overrode a Congressional ban on arms supplies to 
the Saudi Royal family as it devastated the country 
of Yemen.

The Democratic Party establishment wants us to 
believe that Joe Biden represents a decent and cred-
ible alternative to Trump and will restore a sense of 
normalcy to the presidency.
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But Biden has a horrendous record in his four-
plus decades in office, has been accused plausibly of 
sexual assault, and was often unable to speak coher-
ently during the Democratic primary debates.

Some of the major lowlights of Biden’s career in-
clude:

• His opposition to school busing programs that 
were designed to integrate America’s public schools 
and cultivation of a close relationship with bigoted 
segregationists such as James Eastland of Missis-
sippi

• His close ties to the MBNA credit card company 
and the credit card industry in his home state of 
Delaware and championing of bankruptcy legisla-
tion that made it more difficult for people to file for 
bankruptcy and ensured that private student loans 
couldn’t be discharged in bankruptcies

• His support for a crime bill in the Clinton era 
that was a major source of America’s mass incar-
ceration boom

• His championing the 2003 Iraq War as chair-
man of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and 
coordinating hearings that were designed to bolster 
Congressional support for that disastrous war.

• His manipulation of Ukraine’s judicial system 
by blackmailing the Ukrainian government in order 
to force them to fire the attorney general, Victor 
Shokin, who was prosecuting the CEO of a company 
that his son, Hunter, was placed on the board of [Bu-
risma oil] because Biden was vice president. [Biden 

himself has openly bragged about this.]
• His support for the right-wing coup in Ukraine 

in February 2014 which precipitated a war with the 
country’s eastern provinces and drew in Russia, re-
sulting in a new cold war between two heavily armed 
nuclear countries.

• His cultivation of close ties with Nouri al Maliki, 
the “Shia Saddam” whose repressive campaigns 
against the Sunni helped facilitate the rise of ISIS 
and led to renewed American military intervention 
in Iraq during his vice presidency.

• His bragging that he helped write the 2001 USA 
Patriot Act which has helped erode citizens consti-
tutional privacy rights.

America sadly resembles more and more a failed 
state, which cannot protect the health of its citizens 
and produces candidates each election cycle who 
are about as appealing as venereal disease. 

The progressive forces need at this time to mobi-
lize at a grass roots level and work independently 
of the two political parties for social justice and 
change, which cannot be achieved at the ballot box 
right now. 
Tulsan Jeremy Kuzmarov is author of four booksß 
on U.S. foreign policy including The Russians are 
Coming, Again: The First Cold War as Tragedy, the 
Second as Farce, with John Marciano [Monthly 
Review Press, 2018] and Obama’s Unending Wars: 
Fronting the Foreign Policy of the Permanent War-
fare State [Atlanta: Clarity Press, 2019].
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THE PREACHER,
THE POLITICIAN

AND THE SCIENTIST

BY RANDOLPH M. FEEZELL

In the coronavirus media world three characters 
emerged on center stage. They are representa-
tives of three domains of our cultural life: reli-
gion, politics, and science.

I borrow the notion of a “character” from the work 
of philosopher Alisdair MacIntyre and his discus-
sion in After Virtue [1981], one of the most important 
works in moral philosophy in the last 50 years. The 
core idea is MacIntyre’s; the spin is my own.

Here’s an example of an easily recognizable char-
acter in popular culture: the Coach. He or she is 
interviewed, begins to talk, and the responses and 
comments are familiar. “We’re working hard trying to 
get better every day.” “We welcome the challenge of 
a big game.” “Our opponent is a great team.” There’s 

The magical thinker sees 
things as he wants them to 
be; the scientist sees things 
as they are.
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a name for what we hear: coach-talk. The individual’s 
talk and actions are scripted.

The dramatic metaphor is apt because the Coach, 
as an individual, has taken on a certain role. In a 
character there is a fusion of individual personality 
and social role. The individual talks and acts accord-
ing to fairly defined expectations. As McIntyre says, 
“the requirements of a character are imposed from 
the outside, from the way others regard and use char-
acters to understand and evaluate themselves.”

In a character, individuals inhabit their social roles 
in a distinctive way. There is, if not an identity of the 
individual with her role, a very tight relation. A char-
acter, however, isn’t merely a social or occupational 
role. Plumbers and carpenters are not characters in 
the way that a Coach or a Successful Business Man 
or a Celebrity is culturally distinctive.

Characters embody certain ideals. We see in char-
acters the values that are available and desired in a 
culture: competition, leadership, material success, 
fame. The merging of role and personality is an ethi-
cal phenomenon, in a broad sense. We see ourselves 
and our values in these representatives, the stock 
characters in our social life.

I should also say that characters may surprise us 
by improvising in the context of the expectations that 
define their role; yet improvisation doesn’t erase a 
deeper familiarity. And it is possible to combine two 
or more characters in the unity of a re-defined role, 
for example, when a Successful Business Man be-
comes a Celebrity and then a Politician.

In identifying and describing the Preacher, the Pol-
itician, and the Scientist, my goals are much more 
modest than MacIntyre’s. He saw in the Rich Aes-
thete, the Manager, and the Therapist the failure of 
what he called the “Enlightenment Project of Justify-
ing Morality.” What I see in the characters I describe 
is much less grand, but significant and surprising.

THE PREACHER
 The preacher took center stage as the coronavirus 

spread, suffering and death became global phenom-
ena, and the possible economic consequences of the 
pandemic were compared to the Great Depression. 
Questions were raised. How could an all-loving and 
all-powerful God allow a pandemic? What should we 
do? How can we be spiritually sustained in a time of 
plague? Is there meaning in a pandemic?

The Preacher has the answers. He peddles a partic-
ular brand of Christianity, so more people listened to 
him during the Lenten season. [I use the masculine 
for grammatical convenience and intend no disre-
spect to female or gender non-conforming preachers, 
although, as a matter of fact, the Preacher is typically 
an excited, energetic male.]

The Preacher is in the business of telling us what to 
believe and how to live. His claims are sanctioned by 
unquestioned appeals to Divine Authority. His state 
of mind is certainty: utter confidence in the truth of 
his assertions about God’s intentions, motives, de-

sires, and plans.
The Preacher doesn’t take kindly to being told by 

secular governmental authorities to change tradition-
al religious behavior during a pandemic. He takes his 
guidance from – the Lord?

Despite the dangers of mass gatherings for reli-
gious services or education, when there is a conflict 
between scientific recommendations that require 
social distancing and religious practices that vio-
late such distancing, religion trumps science, faith 
trumps reason – according to the Preacher.

The Preacher at a large evangelical church in Flori-
da is arrested for defying the state’s orders for social 
distancing. Preacher Jerry Falwell Jr. opens Liberty 
University after spring break. Appeals to social good 
are overridden in favor of divinely – inspired selfish-
ness that favors the flock.

The Preacher also uses the pandemic to press his 
[and God’s] grievances. The coronavirus is interpret-
ed as punishment inflicted on the unwary by a peeved 
Divine Tyrant. The categories of those worthy of di-
vine judgment are the usual suspects: LGBTQ people, 
abortion providers, environmentalists, Jews, Mus-
lims, Chinese … Liberals! The Preacher is convinced 
that Trump is on God’s side against sinful groups, 
political opponents, countries, and false religions. So 
sayeth the Preacher.

THE POLITICIAN
We’re all familiar with the politician; less needs to 

be said here. The Politician is also looking out for 
us, like the Preacher, but he is primarily concerned 
about our worldly life. The Politician has a vision for 
the future, having identified the sources of societal 
evils in the past and present. He or she speaks mov-
ingly of the “American people” [every other sentence] 
and wants to lead us to a more perfect state.

In the age of the coronavirus, one politician has de-
manded to play the leading role – no surprise there. It 
is the same needy, narcissistic person we have been 
acquainted with since the last election campaign. But 
this instantiation of the Politician has been novel.

In most politicians there is at least a hint of a de-
sire for selfless service. They care for us; they are 
concerned about our lives. In this case, the Politician 
gives us no indication that he’s anything other than 
a type described by Michael Cohen in his testimony 
before the House Oversight Committee.

Cohen, lawyer and fixer, sorted his account of Don-
ald Trump into three categories that best described 
the Successful Business Man and Celebrity turned 
Politician: “racist,” “con man,” and “cheat.”

I have described the Politician in terms of the ABCs 
of Trump: asshole [his sense of entitlement – norms 
of civility and morality don’t apply to him]; bullshitter 
[his indifference to truth]; and chauvinist [his tribal-
ism].

Trump as the Politician is identical with the charac-
ter he plays, but not as we have traditionally defined it. 
Here, the unity of individual and role is pronounced. 



•   MAY 202030

The social role is transmuted into a character he has 
created.

A Very Stable Genius, by Philip Rucker and Carol 
Leonning, reports these comments by one of Trump’s 
former friends.

“Lying has been part of Trump’s act all his life. ‘Peo-
ple ask me if the president lies. Are you nuts? He’s a 
f--king total liar,’ Anthony Scaramucci said. ‘He lies 
all the time. Trump called me one night after I was 
on Bill Maher and he said, ‘How come you always f-
-king figure me out?’ I said, ‘I’ve seen you around for 
20 years. I know your act. I know when you’re saying 
sh-t you don’t really mean, and I know when you’re 
saying bullshit.’ He laughed.”

“Scaramucci recalled that he then asked Trump, 
‘Are you an act?’ Trump replied, ‘I’m a total act and I 
don’t understand why people don’t get it.’”

We get it, especially in a time of pandemic. Sup-
posed informational briefings turned into campaign 
rallies, platforms to attack and bully and whine, and 
opportunities for the usual attempts to avoid respon-
sibility, blame others, and press grievances. The 
briefings became daily occasions for self-aggrandiz-
ing misinformation.

THE SCIENTIST
On the podium the Politician had the begrudging 

good sense to appear with and be upstaged by the 

Scientist, a welcome but unexpected character who 
suddenly became the most important character of all 
in our social life. The Scientist was embodied by Dr. 
Anthony Fauci and Dr. Deborah Birx, as well as the 
physicians, epidemiologists, and infectious disease 
experts we saw nightly on the news shows.

A typical way of defining the Scientist is in terms 
of the empirical constraints that guide her inquiry, 
the methods she uses to fix beliefs. The Scientist is a 
sober, impartial investigator of what is the case – just 
the facts. 

What we expect from the Scientist is a picture of 
the way things are, without the coloring of value or 
the ultimate meaning of the facts.

Because of the Scientist’s devotion to illumine 
the world as a set of facts, guided by finely tuned 
empirical habits of mind, it is easy to caricature a 
scientific worldview as morally thin and spiritually 
cold. According to this interpretation the Scientist is 
condemned to occupy only a barren corner of real-
ity. If we want to find moral guidance and wisdom we 
should look elsewhere.

What we learned as the Scientist came to domi-
nate the media landscape is that we were looking for 
moral leadership and wisdom in the wrong places. We 
misunderstood the relation between empirical habits 
and moral habits.

The Scientist is trained to respect the data and re-
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fuses to “suppress the fact which damns the theory,” 
in the words of Iris Murdoch. Training in the methods 
of science is an exercise in honesty and humility. A 
commitment to empirical habits of mind isn’t a val-
ues wasteland; it’s infused with ideals from the start.

As we pressed the Scientist to tell us what we need-
ed to know, there was no inclination to be a cheer-
leader, to instill false hopes, or to cook the data for 
reasons of self-interest. Respect for the data is re-
spect for nature and the denial of magical thinking 
– exemplified by the Politician, who is preoccupied 
with himself, and the Preacher, who is preoccupied 
with his God.

The magical thinker sees things as he wants them 
to be; the Scientist sees things as they are.

The humility of the scientist, the selfless seeing of 
the way things are, is a close relative to one of the 
most famous definitions of wisdom in western phi-
losophy. Socrates defined his celebrated wisdom par-
adoxically but truthfully. Wisdom is knowing what 
we don’t know; it is an awareness of our ignorance, 
our limitations. Episteme is the ancient Greek word 
for knowledge, so this form of wisdom is called epis-
temic humility.

The Scientist repeatedly exemplified what it is like 
to be humble in the face of the contingencies of na-
ture and the facts, and to be wise: to claim no more 

than what is warranted by the observed data.
As we have faced the coronavirus it has been no 

surprise that we depended on the Scientist for knowl-
edge and for guidance informed by data and technol-
ogy. That’s what we would have expected. Truth, sci-
ence, and expertise matter in a time of plague. The 
Preacher and the Politician have given us neither 
knowledge nor effective technical leadership. They 
have been placed, justifiably, in the background.

What has been surprising, ironic one might say, 
is the extent to which the Scientist has been an ex-
emplar of virtue and wisdom. The selfless pursuit of 
truth, the selfless care for others, and an important 
aspect of wisdom are embodied in this character. The 
Scientist teaches us to be honest and humble.

A recent cartoon expresses the cultural meaning 
of the Scientist more pointedly. It depicts Anthony 
Fauci as the little Star Wars wise man, Yoda, dissemi-
nator of enlightened aphorisms. The cartoon image 
of Fauci-Yoda is a symbol of wisdom.

As we entered 2020, who would have imagined that 
science would displace religion and politics as the 
locus where many of our cherished ideals are most 
prominently embodied in social life?
Randolph M. Feezell, PhD, grew up in northwestern 
Oklahoma and is professor emeritus of philosophy 
at Creighton University in Omaha, NE.

Socialization And Socializing
BY ANN DAPICE

It is a time when we are bombarded with the latest 
news and death count from the coronavirus pandem-
ic with geographic granularity: by county, city, state 
and country. There is a challenging confusion of the 
often-posed ethical dilemma of life versus property. 
Doesn’t life require resources in order to survive?

The virtual world causes much discomfort for 
extroverts as they apply social distancing, and thus 
socializing, to their work world. The automatic 
plans to meet someone for dinner at a nearby res-
taurant are canceled while streets are emptied and 
air pollution is missing. Gas is suddenly cheap with 
nowhere to go.

Institutions and the civil liberties to enjoy them 
are threatened worldwide – hospitals, schools, reli-
gion, marketplaces, and especially, state and nation-
al governments.

“Normal” is gone and the question looms what 
will a new normal be? In an already polarized nation 
blame is ubiquitous – there was no preparation, no 
warning, no medical supplies, numbers both hidden 
and parsed, and so it goes.

Leadership and larger understandings needed to 
move forward seem missing. It is clearly a world un-
known by many and a world that reaches every level 

of existence. What knowledge base do we need, what 
thinking can respond to a complicated dilemma?

Meanwhile, we continue to hear that we have be-
come an authoritarian government and may be mov-
ing towards fascism.

The psychologist Abraham Maslow described an 
authoritarian personality as an individual who has a 
basic jungle-view outlook and regards kindness and 
benevolence as signs of weakness to be exploited 
and deficiency humor as hostile, cruel, or belittling 
humor, such as laughing at another’s misfortune as 
a low level of maturity or motivation.

As it happens, I studied flexible versus authoritar-
ian socialization and related problem solving as my 
doctoral dissertation and obtained results similar to 
the work of the following psychologists:

Witkin and Berry researched socialization prac-
tices which foster differentiation. They have written 
that societies which are egalitarian, flexible in chil-
drearing, and non-hierarchical in structure, produce 
individuals who are more differentiated with more 
complex and integrated systems. Societies which 
are hierarchical, rigid and authoritarian produce 
individuals with less complex systems who are more 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 35
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Jim Hightower

The Deadly Economic
Disease Behind COVID-19

In this horrible time of economic collapse, it is 
truly touching to see so many corporate chieftains 
reaching out in solidarity to the hard-hit working 
class.

We know they’re doing this, because they keep 
telling us they are – practically every brand-name 
giant has been spending millions of dollars on PR 
campaigns in recent weeks asserting that they’re 
standing with us, declaring over and over, “We’re all 
in this together.”

Except, of course, they’re really not standing any-
where near us. While we’re waiting in endless lines 
at food banks and unemployment offices, the elites 
sit in posh executive suites, still getting fat pay-
checks, total health care and platinum-level pamper-
ing, as well as multibillion-dollar bailouts for their 
corporations. They’ll even get a tax subsidy to pay 
for those “all in this together” ads.

The severity and gross disparity of our country’s 
present economic collapse is not simply caused by a 
sudden viral outbreak but by a severe, decades-long 
plutocratic policy of intentionally maximizing profits 
for the rich and minimizing everyone else’s well-
being. As the eminent economist Joseph Stiglitz 
rightly put it, “We built an economy with no shock 
absorbers.”

Jobs, once the measure of a family’s economic 
security, have steadily been shriveled to low-wage, 
unreliable work, untethered from a fair share [or any 
share] of the new wealth that workers create.

In a relentless push for exorbitant, short-term 
profits, today’s executives and financiers are fo-
cused solely on themselves, with no concern even 
for the long-term condition of their own corporate 
entity, much less for the common good. They’ve 
abandoned any pretense that a corporation is a 
civilized community of interdependent interests. For 
example, while top executives are richly covered, 
they’re washing their hands of any responsibility for 
the health, retirement and other essential needs of 
their own workforce. Rely on food stamps, Obam-
aCare and other publicly funded programs, they say, 
even as their lobbyists and for-sale lawmakers slash 
those safety net provisions in the name of helping 
rich shareholders and speculators take evermore 
profit.

These forces of American greed have forced mil-
lions of our families to live on the economic preci-
pice – and all it takes is a virus to push them over.

In addition to exposing the gaping wealth divide in 
America, the COVID-19 crisis is spotlighting an ugly 
ethical divide. On the one hand, the pandemic has 
brought out the best in the American people – the 
selflessness of front-line nurses and doctors, for 
example, as well as the generous community spirit 
of local food businesses. Yet, on the other hand, it 
has also amplified one of the worst character flaws 
in our society, namely the “me-first” greed of corpo-
rate chieftains.

Just last August, we were given a glimmer of hope 
that a new, more democratic corporate ethic was 
emerging. In a major PR splash, the CEOs of 181 
big-name giants signed a public pledge that they 
would run their corporations not solely to increase 
shareholder profits but also to benefit workers, com-
munities and other “stakeholders” in our economy. 
Then, only five months later – BOOM! – the coronavi-
rus hit. Profits dropped. And the new magnanimous 
spirit of togetherness vanished from those corporate 
boardrooms. Immediately, masses of workers were 
punted out the door; health benefits were coldly 
terminated just when needed most; and the August 
pledge to serve the common good went into the 
shredder.

Well, retorted such pledge signers as Marriott 
International CEO Arne Sorenson, with revenues 
drying up, all promises are negated ... so, adios. In a 
March video message dispatching most of the hotel 
empire’s employees, Sorenson cluelessly added this 
insult to their injury: “I wish you good health and a 
sense of optimism.”

A couple of weeks later, the sting of corporate 
greed was felt even more acutely by workers when 
they learned that not all stakeholders were sharing 
their pain. While the Marriott board cut off workers’ 
paychecks, it doled out $160 million to those who 
own its stock, a group that includes Sorenson.

In fairness, the CEO did say he’ll forgo some of his 
$1.3 million salary this year. But that’s a disingenu-
ous show of solidarity, since his annual pay has 
apparently been quietly goosed up with some $11 
million in stock compensation and incentive pay. 
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And, while workers are now consigned to the unem-
ployment line, Sorenson is reportedly in line for a 
7.7% pay hike next year, plus a multimillion-dollar 
cash bonus.

In CorporateWorld, the more things change, the 
more they stay the same. That’s why the corporate 
greed system will only be fixed when we outsiders 
impose real change on these incurably greed-headed 
insiders.

© Creators.com

War Mania
Our nation is suffering a decades-long compulsion 

to wage war. It’s not that the American people are 
crazed for constant and senseless military conflict; 
the hierarchy has so rigged our war machine that it 
now operates on autopilot, perpetually dispatching 
our combat forces into hostilities with little reason, 
public awareness or national consensus.

Ponder this: Since the Sept. 11 attacks in 2001, 
the U.S. has been in multiple wars every single 
day. How many can you name? Sure, we hear about 
the big conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria, 
but here’s a sobering statistic: More than 200,000 
U.S. troops are now deployed for war in at least 177 
countries and territories. 

I say “at least” because, as the respected military 
publication Stars and Stripes reveals, nearly 44,000 
additional troops are assigned to places the Penta-
gon simply lists as “unknown.”

Of course, the hierarchy knows where these secret 
military actions are, but We the People are not to be 
told.

One of President Donald Trump’s biggest applause 
lines in the 2016 election was his pledge to get the 
U.S. out of “endless wars.” Even I cheered for him 
on that! It was such a popular promise that he has 
reprised it at his many pep rallies, basking in roars 
of approval. In fact, no wars have actually ended, 
and all the while, Trump has been quietly deploying 
more troops into more war zones.

Last fall, one of his deceitful ploys played out in 
Syria. Trump triumphantly announced he was pull-
ing the entire U.S. contingent of 1,000 combatants 
out of the war mayhem in that bedeviled land: “WE 
ARE BRINGING OUR SOLDIERS BACK HOME,” he 
tweeted in all caps to his faithful believers.

But then the “commander’s” defense secretary 
corrected him by saying that a couple hundred 
troops and a big stockpile of our weaponry would 
stay “to ensure we secure the oil field” held by 
Syria. Promises aside, oil rules.

Wait, there’s more. The rest of our forces in Syria 
were not really coming home but merely being 
shifted next door – to Iraq, on Syria’s eastern bor-
der. Also, former Trump Mideast war envoy Brett 
McGurk pointed out that Trump had quietly added 
14,000 troops to the Middle East in the previous 

four months: “[H]e can’t tell his political rallies that 
he’s getting troops out of endless wars when he’s 
sending 14 times the amount back into the region.” 
But he did.

Wait again. Another sleight of hand in the presi-
dential war game is to twist the definition of “foreign 
entanglements,” against which George Washington 
cautioned future presidents. To reinforce that warn-
ing, Congress passed the 1973 War Powers Resolu-
tion. The act specifically bars trigger-happy presi-
dents from injecting America’s troops and treasure 
into foreign hostilities without informing Congress 
and getting its timely approval.

Yet, almost every president since has used seman-
tic legalisms to slip out of this democratic require-
ment and wage war by executive fiat. Trump, for 
example, has us mired in Yemen’s horrific civil war, 
where we’re acting as pawns of the Saudi royals who 
are in the third year of a bloody assault to establish 
themselves as the region’s alpha dog. This war has 
directly killed more than 100,000 people and created 
an out-of-control famine that has left some 10 mil-
lion civilians on the brink of death.

The White House, though, grinds ahead, ignoring 
the blood on its hands, the spreading humanitar-
ian crisis of mass starvation and any responsibility 
to our own rule of law [specifically, the War Powers 
Resolution]. No need to seek congressional author-
ity, the Trumpers assert, because they’re technically 
not waging a “war.” The U.S. forces, drones, satellite 
targeting, strategic planning, etc., are merely “as-
sisting” the Saudis, not directly killing.

In response, a bipartisan measure to force an end 
to our military involvement in Yemen [introduced 
by congressional champions of constitutional rule 
Reps. Barbara Lee and Ro Khanna] passed in both 
the House and Senate last April. But President “Stop 
the Endless Wars” vetoed it as a “dangerous attempt 
to weaken my constitutional authorities.” – Jim 
Hightower

An old man limped into the doctor’s office and 
said, “Doctor, my knee hurts so bad, I can hardly 
walk!”

The doctor slowly eyed him from head to toe, 
paused, and then said, “Sir, how old are you?”

“I’m 98,” the man announced proudly.
The doctor just sighed and looked at him again. 

Finally, he said, “Sir, I’m sorry. I mean, just look 
at you. You are almost 100 years old, and you’re 
complaining that your knee hurts? Well, what did 
you expect?”

The old man said, “Well, my other knee is 98 
years old, too, and it doesn’t hurt!”

– Thanks to A.J. Henshaw for this, uh, knee 
slapper

Bum Knee
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Rooftop Power Building
On Flight Principle

BY ANDREA THOMPSON

Last month, The Ob-
server again joined more 
than 400 media outlets 
in devoting a week of spe-
cial coverage to climate 
change. Most of what we 
published was courtesy 
of Covering Climate Now 
partners from across the 
globe. You can read these 
important stories at okob-
server.org/climate-change/. This story is courtesy of 
Scientific American.

Solar panels perched on the roofs of houses and 
other buildings are an increasingly common sight in 
the U.S., but rooftop wind systems have never caught 
on. Past efforts to scale down the towering turbines 
that generate wind power to something that might sit 
on a home have been plagued by too many technical 
problems to make such devices practical.

Now, however, a new design could circumvent those 
issues by harnessing the same principle that creates 
lift for airplane wings.

Overall, electricity generated by renewable sources 
has grown in the U.S. in recent years, and wind power 
has been a major driver of that trend. It accounts for 
more than 40% of electricity from renewables in the 
U.S. [though only 7% of all electricity production].

Unlike solar energy cells, which are limited to col-
lecting energy during daylight hours, wind turbines 
can run all night in any place with the right condi-
tions – namely, in open plains or gentle hills with 
consistently sufficient wind speeds. But in addition 
to those requirements, large turbines need open 
space, which is not always available near towns and 
sprawling cities. Installing rooftop wind systems on 
homes and city buildings could help harness more of 
this resource.

When it comes to wind power, size matters. The 
amount of energy an individual turbine can generate 
is proportional to the area its blades sweep – so de-
vices that are small enough to fit on a roof are less 
powerful.

“What’s kept distributed wind from being success-
ful is that most of the systems are basically miniatur-
ized wind turbines,” says Brent Houchens, a mechan-
ical engineer at Sandia National Laboratories.

The smaller devices do not produce enough ener-
gy to be cost-effective. Plus, their quickly spinning 

blades create noisy vibrations, and their many mov-
ing parts are more prone to breakage. Compared with 
passive rooftop solar panels, wind turbines have the 
potential to be quite high-maintenance. 

Houchens and his colleagues think they have engi-
neered a solution that overcomes these obstacles by 
borrowing from a fundamental principle of air flight. 
The curved shape of an airplane wing – called an air-
foil – alters the air pressure on either side of it and 
ultimately produces lift.

Houchens’ colleague Carsten Westergaard, presi-
dent of Westergaard Solutions and a mechanical en-
gineer at Texas Tech University, says he hitched two 
airfoils together so that “the flow from one airfoil will 
amplify the other airfoil, and they become more pow-
erful.”

Oriented like two airplane wings standing up-
right on their side, the pair of airfoils directly face 
the wind. As the wind moves through, low pressure 
builds up between the foils and sucks air in through 
slits in their partly hollow bodies. That movement of 
air turns a small turbine housed in a tube and gener-
ates electricity.

Thanks to this design, the device – which the re-
searchers call an AeroMINE [“MINE” stands for Mo-
tionless, Integrated Extraction] – can pull wind en-
ergy from a larger area [essentially, the AeroMINE’s 
rectangular face] than its turbine blades could on 
their own in a traditional setup. Houchens likens 
such standard turbines to cookie cutters that leave 
wasted dough behind. The new device makes use of 
all the available wind, allowing it to extract more en-
ergy.

AeroMINEs also do not generate the same vibrations 
and noise as regular turbines; they are “less noisy 
than a ventilation fan,” Westergaard says. The rela-
tive simplicity of their design means there are fewer 
moving parts to malfunction. The turbine, which is 
housed inside a building, would be easier to access 
if it does need repairs. This arrangement also keeps 
the blades isolated from any contact with people or 
wildlife.

The team is designing the system so that it could 
be used in conjunction with rooftop solar panels, 
plugging into the existing infrastructure to harvest 
the energy they generate.

“I do think this technology could be groundbreak-
ing” for areas with good wind conditions, says Lu-
ciano Castillo, a mechanical engineer at Purdue Uni-
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conforming and ego-ethnocentric.
Others [Hastorf, Schneider and Polefka] have 

noted the similarity between the concepts of cog-
nitive complexity [Kelly], [non]authoritarianism 
[Byrne] and differentiation [Witkin, Dyk, Fatterson, 
Goodenough, and Karb 1962]. The differentiated 
person has more categories of knowing, finer dis-
crimination within categories, and more integration 
of categories.

Piaget studied moral autonomy versus heteronomy 
[obedience to authority]. He wrote that adults rein-
force children’s heteronomy when they use rewards 
and punishments. They stimulate autonomy when 
they encourage an exchange in points of view with 
their children. 

He wrote further that cooperation alone leads to 
autonomy. Cooperation suppresses egocentrism and 
blind faith in adult authority.

In studying the relationship of judgment to action, 
Kohlberg and Candee observed that there are two de-
cisions to be made in moral action. The first is the 
decision of what is morally right [deontic judgment]. 
The second decision to be made is the commitment 
to act [responsibility judgment] upon one’s decision 
of what is right. They found a difference they attrib-
uted to Piaget’s understanding of socialization for 
autonomy versus socialization for heteronomy.

People who had been socialized for heterono-
my, might make the ethical choice but not follow 
through on the commitment to act, the responsi-
bility judgment. People who had been socialized 
for autonomy acted in more similar ways to higher 
understandings, even though they could not reason 
at that stage. They intuited what they could not con-
sciously reason or understand.

In general, however, people at higher stages of rea-
soning were more likely to carry through on moral 
action.

Erich Fromm discussed two modes of authority. 
The “being mode” is based on experience, knowl-
edge, skill, and competence. Based on a high degree 

of growth and integration, such persons have no 
need to give orders, threaten or bribe. Authority in 
what he called the having mode, however, is based 
on power and serves to exploit the person subjected 
to it.

Fromm noted that with the development of societ-
ies based on hierarchical order, authority based on 
competence as in hunter-gatherer societies – yields 
to authority by social status, where competence is 
no longer essential to authority. Whether authority 
is based on monarchy, conquest, or democracy, he 
said there may be almost no relation between com-
petence and authority.

It would appear that these psychologists from the 
past, have something to say about our future.
Ann Dapice received a PhD in psychology, sociol-
ogy and philosophy from the University of Pennsyl-
vania. She is Director of Education and Research 
for T.K. Wolf, Inc., a 501[c][3] American Indian 
organization and Founder/Executive Director of the 
Institute of Values Inquiry.

Socialization

versity, who is not involved in the project but has 
worked with Westergaard in the past.

He also thinks the simplicity of AeroMINEs could 
make them a good option for developing countries, 
because the new devices do not require specialized 
parts or tools and are relatively easy to fix.

Castillo and Westergaard both see the potential to 
use the design underwater to harness tidal energy as 
well.

Jay Apt, co-director of the Carnegie Mellon Elec-
tricity Industry Center, who is also not involved in 
the project, agrees that the simplicity of the design is 
attractive. But he is unsure whether the system can 

be scaled up to efficiently generate energy at a low 
enough cost in a real-world setting. 

Houchens says that with suitable wind conditions, 
he and his colleagues think AeroMINEs can be com-
petitive with the current cost of rooftop solar power.

The team, which has received funding from Sandia 
and the Department of Energy, has tested scaled-
down models in wind tunnels to fine-tune the design. 
In June the researchers have plans to test a four-me-
ter-tall version of the device on a single-story mock 
building at the Scaled Wind Farm Technology [SWiFT] 
facility, part of Texas Tech’s National Wind Institute.
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Pandemic Offers Glimpse
Of Alternative Climate Future

BY OLIVER MILMAN

The skies are clear-
ing of pollution, 
wildlife is return-
ing to newly clear 

waters, a host of flights 
have been scrapped and 
crude oil is so worthless 
that the industry would 
have to pay you to take 
it off their hands – a few 
months ago, environmen-
talists could only dream of such a scenario as the 
50th anniversary of Earth Day hove into view.

But this disorientingly green new reality is causing 
little cheer given the cause is the coronavirus pan-

demic that has ravaged much of the world.
“This isn’t the way we would’ve wanted things to 

happen, God no,” said Gina McCarthy, former head 
of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in the 
Obama administration. “This is just a disaster that 
pointed out the underlying challenges we face. It’s 
not something to celebrate.”

This year’s Earth Day came as public health restric-
tions aimed to prevent the spread of Covid-19 have 
resulted in a sharp dip in air pollution across China, 
Europe and the US, with carbon emissions from the 
burning of fossil fuels heading for a record 5% annual 
drop.

The waters of Venice are now clear, lions lounge on 
roads normally frequented by safari-goers in South 
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Africa and bears and coyotes wander around empty 
accommodation in Yosemite national park in Califor-
nia.

Meanwhile, nearly eight in 10 flights globally have 
been canceled, with many planes in the U.S. carry-
ing just a handful of people. The oil industry, a key 
driver of the climate crisis and direct environmental 
disaster, is in turmoil, with a barrel of crude hitting 
an unprecedented minus-$40 on April 20.

These would perhaps be the sort of outcomes 
seen had stringent environmental policies been put 
in place in the wake of the first Earth Day in 1970, 
which saw 20 million Americans rally in support of 
anti-pollution measures. 

Instead, the pain of the Covid-19 shutdown has 
highlighted how ponderous the world’s response has 
been – the expected cut in emissions, for example, 
is still less than what scientists say is needed every 
year this decade to avoid disastrous climate impacts 
for much of the world.

“It’s the worst possible way to experience environ-
ment improvement and it has also shown us the size 
of the task,” said Michael Gerrard, an environmental 
law expert at Columbia University.

How people react to the return of normalcy after 
the pandemic will help define the crises racking the 
environment, according to Gerrard. “A key question 
will be do we have a green recovery, do we seize the 
opportunity to create jobs in renewable energy and in 
making coastlines more resilient to climate change?” 
he said. “The current U.S. president clearly has no 
inclination to do this.”

McCarthy, now head of the Natural Resources De-
fense Council, noted that some Indian people were 

seeing the Himalayas for the first time due to the veil 
of air pollution lifting.

“You wonder if people will want to go back to what it 
was like before,” she said. “The pandemic has shown 
people will change their behavior if it’s for the health 
of their families. This has been the lost message on 
climate, that it’s a human problem, not a planetary 
problem. We have to show you can have a stable envi-
ronment and your job, too.”

The problems in the natural world haven’t sudden-
ly vanished – various researchers in late April found 
that the Arctic is very likely to be free of sea ice in 
summers before 2050, that the bushfires that torched 
Australia earlier this year released more carbon than 
the country’s annual CO2 output and that the first 
quarter of 2020 was the second-warmest on record.

Donald Trump has signaled that he will try to pro-
vide a bailout to the U.S. oil and gas industry, with $25 
billion already handed out by the U.S. government to 
prop up airlines. In China, it’s not certain that the 
wildlife-packed “wet markets” where Covid-19 is be-
lieved to have originated will be shut down. 

Conservationists warn that returning the world to 
its pre-pandemic settings will quickly wipe out any 
environmental benefits of the shutdown.

“It’s a serious wake-up call,” said Thomas Lovejoy, 
an ecologist who coined the term “biological diver-
sity.”

“We bulldoze into the last remaining places in na-
ture and then are surprised when something like this 
happens. We have done this to ourselves by our con-
tinual intrusion into nature. We have to re-chart our 
course.”

© UK Guardian

A Rx For COVID And Climate Crises
BY DANIEL ALDANA COHEN AND DANIEL KAMMEN

The COVID-19 epidemic is ravaging our tattered 
healthcare system and shredding our economy. In 
the past month, over 22 million Americans filed 
for unemployment benefits, compounding the fear 
that unemployment could breach 32% absent mas-
sive public action. This is an unmitigated human 
disaster, recalling the horrors of the Great Depres-
sion. And it gets worse. We’re also facing the climate 
emergency. Immediate relief is necessary – but not 
sufficient. 

To tackle all these crises at once, we need a Green 
Stimulus that creates jobs and lifts up communities 
in ways that also slash carbon pollution, increase 
resiliency, and develop a just, modern economy.

No one can predict when Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
and President Donald Trump will turn their full 
attention to economic recovery. But behind the 
scenes, the planning has already begun. It’s not a 
question of whether we spend big on stimulus, but 
what kind of stimulus. 

And while Republicans will decry anything 
“green,” we can win the argument. But much of what 
we propose already has bipartisan support, from 
polling to pending legislation.

Climate change is about to supercharge the coro-
navirus emergency. In April, California’s wildfire 
season will start. Restrictions on work caused by 
the pandemic will make it harder for firefighters 
to conduct controlled burns that steer fires – and 
smoke – from homes. Californians’ lungs could face 
Covid-19 and unusually intense smoke at the same 
time. A third of the country also faces serious flood 
risk through the spring. And in summer and fall, 
forecasters predict “above average probability for 
major hurricanes making landfall along the con-
tinental United States.” We’re already seeing this 
catastrophic convergence elsewhere: In Ecuador, 
a muted government response to flooding in indig-
enous communities, for fear of spreading the virus; 
in Fiji, devastated by Cyclone Harold this week, 19 
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confirmed coronavirus cases are casting doubt on 
how to rebuild.

Here, too, we will need to find ways to do the 
needed relief work without deepening the pandemic. 
Amid all this suffering, the case for bold moves to 
tackle the miseries of inequality, COVID, and climate 
at once will get clearer. 

Moreover, green stimulus is the only option for a 
smooth transition to the 21st century green econ-
omy. The era of dirty energy is ending. Even the 
conservative CBNC analyst Jim Cramer has warned 

investors that oil stocks are no longer safe invest-
ments, as society is increasingly repudiating fossil 
fuels. Giant investors like Blackrock are gradually 
winding down their investments in carbon. And at 
the European level, and in countries like Germany 
and South Korea, a green stimulus-based recovery is 
becoming the consensus choice, with investments 
in efficiency and clean energy seen as obvious driv-
ers of economic reconstruction.

Here in the U.S., green stimulus is easily the best 
way to create good jobs through public investment. 
According to a 2011 World Bank study, $1 million 
invested in the oil and gas in the United States cre-
ates just five jobs, compared to 17 jobs per $1 mil-
lion invested in energy-saving building retrofits, 22 
jobs for mass transit, 13 for wind, and 14 for solar. 
Kammen’s research and that of other institutes all 
concur that investment in a modern green economy 
is a more efficient job creator than the fossil sector.

The longer-term vision of the green stimulus is a 
more rewarding, lifelong career of dignified green 
work. We should also invest in Stem education for 
all children and create apprenticeship programs in 
vulnerable communities, matched with new careers 
for workers to enter. And by directly investing in 
frontline communities, following best practices in 
California, we can bring technologies like solar and 
battery storage to neighborhoods that have been 
scandalously left out of the clean energy boom so 
far. Plus, these same nimble, local solutions make 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 42
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favorite progressive organizations – 
like The Oklahoma Observer.

Every time you use your linked debit 
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simple.

With just a few easy steps, you can dedicate your spare change to the 
Observer Foundation, a 501(c)(3) non-profit whose mission is to help create 
a better, more informed Oklahoma. It’s a tax-deductible gift that supports 
independent, hard-hitting journalism and commentary, an antidote to the 
state’s lockstep rightwing mainstream media.

To sign up, visit mychange.com/okobserver

CHANGE AGENT
It’s Easy To Be A ... 



•   MAY 202040

Books

‘Will They Change Washington?
Or Will Washington Change Them?’
THE FIRSTS
The Inside Story Of The Women Reshaping Congress
By Jennifer Steinhauer
Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill
262 pages, $27.95

BY ELLEN FITZPATRICK

This year brings not only a presidential elec-
tion but also the centennial of the 19th 
Amendment’s ratification, which prohibited 
abridgment or denial of the right to vote “on 

account of sex.” It’s an arresting convergence.
In an era that has seen a woman come within strik-

ing distance of the presidency and an influx of female 
candidates and officeholders at every level of govern-
ment, we continue to debate, as did those who sup-
ported and opposed women’s suffrage a century ago, 
women’s impact on American politics. Have women 
changed the culture of politics, its institutions and 
governance itself? Or have they behaved as voters 
and officeholders pretty much like men?

The persistence of these questions informs Jenni-
fer Steinhauer’s lively study, The Firsts: The Inside 
Story of the Women Reshaping Congress.

Steinhauer focuses on the 35 women newly elected 
in 2018 who helped make the 116th the most diverse 
[by gender, race, ethnicity, age and socioeconomic 
background] Congress in the nation’s history. Among 
their number were several notable congressional 
firsts – including Reps. Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib, 
the first Muslim women elected to the House; Deb 
Haaland and Sharice Davids, the first Native Ameri-
can women representatives; as well as, at 29, the two 
youngest women ever elected to the House, Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez and Abby Finkenauer.

All but one of the new representatives were Demo-
crats, part of the blue wave that allowed the party to 
reclaim the House in the 2018 midterm elections.

Steinhauer sees “this younger, more diverse and 
more female legislative branch” as one that became 
“immediately consequential.” Their election, she 
writes, marked “a historical turning point both for 
Congress and for American women.” 

However, she also wonders what difference their 
presence – as well as their impatience, sense of ur-
gency, drive to advance thoughtful policy and, yes, 
their diversity – will make in the hoary institution 
they joined.

Steinhauer pursues her subjects and these larg-
er imperatives in the warrens of Congress, through 
hearing rooms, private offices, rented apartments, 
endless functions and then across the country as the 
freshwomen make their way through their first event-
ful year in office.

She tacks with them between their duties in Wash-
ington, their attention to constituents back home and 
briefly, as their first year closes, in the presidential 
impeachment that would soon consume the House of 
Representatives.

In all these settings, those who owed their election, 
as many did, to broad mobilization among deeply dis-
enchanted voters across the political spectrum faced 
a perilous “balancing act.” They sought to advance 
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the varying causes that had ani-
mated their campaigns, mindful of 
the divisions among and between 
the citizens they represented.

Amid the frustrations, some of 
the new congresswomen felt re-
warded by gaining a hearing for 
causes and constituents rarely 
heard. Their own lived experience 
suddenly became a presence on 
the House floor.

As the Massachusetts represen-
tative Ayanna Pressley eloquently 
expressed it, “I’m in alignment 
with the contribution I seek to 
make.”

With a journalist’s eye for the tell-
ing detail, and valuable experience 
covering Congress for The New 
York Times, Steinhauer is often a 
few steps ahead of the newcomers. 
She conveys throughout admira-
tion, sympathy and compassion 
for her subjects while they learn 
the hard way that hidebound tradi-
tions, a rigid seniority system and 
encrusted modes of governance do 
not yield readily to even the stron-
gest convictions.

“The Firsts” is an intimately told 
story, with detailed and thought-
provoking portraits spliced in 
along the way. Steinhauer makes 
herself a character in her account, 
sharing with readers some witty 
and at times acerbic observations 
that keep the narrative moving 
along.

What difference did the newcom-
ers make in Year One?

Steinhauer concludes that they 
have already “chipped away” at the 
goal of advancing legislation that 
assists those they represent, as 
well as mitigating harm their com-
munities face. She likewise cred-
its them with helping to “reframe 
the national debate over impeach-
ment, climate change, gun rights, 
foreign policy and electoral poli-
tics.” 

They have mirrored by their pres-
ence, Steinhauer stresses, “broad-
er cultural and economic shifts in 
American life.” 

In the end, however, she wonders: 
“How will the women of the 116th 
be remembered in 30 years?” Will 
“the influence of money, the quest 
for endorsements or the desire to 

rise in the institution” vitiate their 
initial promise?

In other words, will they change 
Washington, or will Washington 
change them? That question, long 
asked of women in politics, per-
sists and may outlast even this ris-

ing generation.
Ellen Fitzpatrick is a historian 
whose books include, most re-
cently, The Highest Glass Ceiling: 
Women’s Quest for the American 
Presidency.

© The New York Times
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neighborhoods more resilient to extreme weather. 
Local storage and nested microgrids make the power 
system, including healthcare facilities, more reliable 
during disasters. We’d be making environmental, 
economic, and social improvements in the same 
places, at the same time.

And we should speak of green investments in con-
crete terms. Polling conducted by Data for Progress 
in March finds majority support for massive green 
spending overall. More interesting is the finding of 
even greater support – including majority Republi-
can approval – for specific public green investments, 
like electric buses, retrofits to low-income housing, 
and renewable energy. Strip away abstract rhetoric, 
and the substance that we’re advocating is incred-
ibly popular.

For these reasons, we recently joined nine other 
experts in social and climate policy to write a letter 
to Congress outlining a menu of policy options for a 
Green Stimulus. Our proposals span eight sectors of 
the economy. But fundamentally, a Green Stimulus is 
about mobilizing massive public funds – say, $2 tril-
lion to start – in specific green investments to create 
high-quality jobs and improve the quality of life, es-
pecially in low-income communities, communities of 
color, and indigenous communities, which have suf-
fered the most disinvestment and pollution in recent 
decades.

It seems counterintuitive, but the timing for such a 
Green Stimulus is perfect. Bridge-loans and advance 
payments on public green purchases of goods like so-

lar panels and electric vehicles for public use would 
stabilize firms’ and workers’ finances. Announcing 
initiatives like a Climate Conservation Corps would 
give young people eager to work jobs to apply for, and 
plan to start. And desk workers across the economy 
could get on Zoom and do paperwork to make green 
projects shovel-ready the minute it’s safe to break 
ground. [Indeed, a major reason the 2009 Obama 
stimulus faltered was months wasted on paperwork.]

Each of us has lived through climate-fueled di-
sasters – in Cohen’s case, Hurricane Sandy, and in 
Kammen’s, last year’s devastating wildfires. We agree 
with the environmental justice advocates who argued 
then that disaster recovery shouldn’t be about trying 
to bounce back to how things were before the disas-
ter. We don’t want to bounce back to a January 2020 
economy when half the country lived paycheck to 
paycheck; unchecked carbon pollution endangered 
our future; and racial inequalities made people of 
color so vulnerable to disease. Rather, by deploying a 
Green Stimulus that centers workers and communi-
ties, we can bounce forward together.
Daniel Aldana Cohen is assistant professor of soci-
ology at the University of Pennsylvania, where he 
directs the Socio-Spatial Climate Collaborative, or 
(SC)2, and is a co-author of A Planet to Win: Why We 
Need a Green New Deal. Daniel Kammen is professor 
at the University of California-Berkeley, coordinat-
ing lead author for the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change [IPCC], and former Science Envoy 
for the United States Department of State.

COVID-Climate
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Justice
Any crowded place is dangerous during a pandem-

ic. Cities are dangerous. Long-term care and cor-
rectional facilities are dangerous. We can’t mitigate 
every danger, and maybe now is not the time to ad-
dress why we have so many people locked up in the 
first place, but we must tackle real judicial reform 
when this storm is over, before the next pandemic 
arrives.

Oklahoma and Louisiana take turns being No. 1 
and No. 2 in the number of prisoners per capita. Our 
austere economic systems are to blame.

If your only crime is an inability to pay court cost 
for a civil offense, you can be jailed. That amounts 
to debtors’ prison.

If your crime is addiction, a mental health disease, 
you are often jailed. Treating the disease is a more 
humane, and cheaper, option. It is better for fami-
lies, too.

Both of these nonviolent crimes contribute to 

overpopulation in our jails and prisons.
We applaud the prisoner release, but it is a tem-

porary fix. Jail populations will continue to grow, 
especially as the courts shut down and cases aren’t 
resolved. Law enforcement is still on the job. Crimes 
are still being committed and arrests being made.

We need to learn from failures now, and act on 
them as soon as we can. That means justice reform 
and Medicaid expansion, for starters, and support 
for the workers who create the wealth in this coun-
try. We need to do it quickly!

It would be unforgiveable for us to do nothing, to 
fool ourselves into believing that another crisis like 
this won’t happen again.
Sharon Martin’s latest book, I’ve Got The Blues: 
Looking For Justice In A Red State, is available 
through Amazon and Barnes and Noble. A signed 
copy may be purchased by sending $20 check/cash 
per copy to PO Box 458, Oilton, OK 74052.
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tions.
“We know,” he acknowledged, “this virus will con-

tinue to be around for a long time. We are not out of 
the woods yet.” But that bit of caution is destined 
to be lost amid the Chamber of Commerce-style tub-
thumping: A flattened curve. Hospital beds and PPE 
[personal protective equipment] plentiful. Business-
es reopening.

If COVID-19 cases spike again in the near future, 
Stitt alone will be in the political crosshairs.

While GOP statehouse leaders remained quiet 
about the governor’s plans, top Democrats did not. 
Nor did the Oklahoma State Medical Association. 
They viewed the decision as hasty, given that public 
health experts still aren’t certain how pervasive the 
coronavirus is in Oklahoma.

And the news has only gotten worse for Stitt after 
Hunter requested State Auditor Cindy Byrd conduct 
an investigative audit into the Oklahoma Health De-
partment.

The agency, whose director is not legally qualified 
to hold the position, is under the microscope after it 
became public the state spent $2 million to buy hy-
droxychloroquine, the malaria drug touted by Presi-
dent Trump as a possible treatment – “what do you 
have to lose?” – for the coronavirus. Health experts 
warned against its use without further study.

In addition, it was learned the Health Department 
ordered more than $9 million in N95 masks and other 
personal protective equipment from a Tulsa company 
under federal investigation for possible fraudulent 
activity involving Chinese ventilators. The order was 
abruptly cancelled in late April.

It took nearly 16 months for legislative leaders to 
finally flex their muscles as a co-equal branch of gov-
ernment – a period during which the governor has 
failed to grow into a job far different than that of a 
private sector CEO barking orders.

How do we know Stitt isn’t adapting? Consider how 
he handled the special session he called to deal with 
a $416 million revenue emergency.

The Legislature did everything Stitt wanted – except 
fully restore funding for one of the governor’s pet proj-
ects: digital transformation. The line item involved 
less than $1 million, but Stitt pitched a ring-tailed 
fit. He abruptly canceled a State Board of Equaliza-
tion meeting called to certify the revenue failure and 
enable the legislative-approved actions to take effect.

Then he attempted to squeeze the Legislature by 
publicly suggesting across-the-board budget cuts 
could be an alternative: “When Oklahomans are 
struggling, I’m going to protect the taxpayer. And ask-
ing state agencies to cut expenses by 1% or 2% seems 
very reasonable to me.”

To which legislatives leaders quickly – and unam-
biguously – declared: “Bull-Stitt.”

What makes Stitt’s budget-cut play so bizarre was 

the Legislature, in nearly unanimously approving 
three measures to deal with a pandemic, essentially 
gave the governor authority over a $50 million emer-
gency slush fund that he can spend just about any 
way he sees fit.

Stitt claimed he didn’t have the authority to spend 
money on digital transformation, but lawmakers in-
sisted he does. “If he wants more than we gave him 
this morning,” one legislator told me, “he needs to 
put on his big boy pants and do it.”

It seemed simple enough for Stitt to make the case 
that digital transformation is an emergency need. 
Instead he accused House leadership of breaking a 
“deal” in order to “play Washington, DC politics and 
sneak in some last-minute changes while Oklaho-
mans are hurting.”

All three special session-approved bills eventually 
took effect and the Board of Equalization took action. 
In the aftermath, legislative leaders cast doubt on the 
governor’s budget numbers.

Buckle up, Oklahoma. The final 2½ years of Stitt’s 
term are destined to be bumpy.
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Gov. Stitt’s health commissioner, Gary Cox, not 
only wangled a job for which he isn’t legally qualified, 
but also got the state to spend $30,000 for a new Ford 
Explorer for his use. The deal was scrapped after the 
Oklahoman’s Nolan Clay uncovered the shenanigans.

The federal COVID-19 stimulus earmarked $42.2 
million for 100 Oklahoma airports, including $21.8 
million for OKC’s Will Rogers and $15.5 million for 
Tulsa International. Designed to help offset pandem-
ic-related losses, the aid can be spent for capital im-
provements, payroll, utilities and debt payments.

Turns out Gov. Kevin Stitt’s executive order declar-
ing abortion an off-limits, elective procedure during 
the COVID-19 emergency wasn’t worth the paper it 
was printed on. Two federal courts quickly blocked 
enforcement.

Former House Speaker Jeff Hickman is the new 
Oklahoma Grain and Feed Association president and 
CEO, succeeding Joe Neal Hampton who’s retiring 
June 30 after 48 years.

Just 12 years ago, Barack Obama was elected presi-
dent at age 47. This year, the combined age of the two 
major-party presidential candidates is 150 – breaking 
the previous record set in 2016.

What does it mean, pratically speaking, to shelter-
in-place and social distance? Apple Maps saw a 70% 
drop in requests for driving directions for California’s 
Bay Area in the two months ending April 12.

Every worry you’re slipping? AARP offers some good 
news: Research shows brain information can travel 
faster than race cars – some 250 miles per hour. And 
some not-so-good news: Your brain produces enough 
electricity to power a low-wattage light. 

A coronavirus silver lining? Thanks to shelter-in-
place and social distancing, the waterways of Venice 
and the skies over Los Angeles are clearing up. Could 
less travel and shipping also help reduce the eight 
million metric tons of plastic debris that end up in 
the world’s oceans every year?
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Letters

to make a living.
In Alaska, Gov. Sarah Palin raised taxes on major 

oil companies to give every adult a monthly income of 
$1,000 to $2,000 from the state government.

Will Trump have the guts to do what Palin did or 
just be a New York con man?

Virginia Blue Jeans Jenner
Wagoner

Editor, The Observer:
Are we great yet? How can we tell?
Donald Trump wants to sue China, but can we sue 

him for ignoring all the warnings and claiming it was 
a hoax and then claiming he knew from the beginning 
it was a pandemic and still ignored all the warnings?

So, who has more accusations: Trump or Joe Biden? 
And then there is Michael Cohen, who was the guy 
who paid off all of Trump’s accusers. Will Trump re-
lease all the people he forced to sign non-disclosure 
agreements? 

Trump judges are now refusing to allow states to 
do what Trump told them to do, which is handle their 
own state. Is this great or what? Just go ahead and 
declare him dictator or king. They are having house 
parties in Chicago. I hope they remember this as they 
get the virus.

The GOP is politicizing our lives by the minute. 
States have to control their state, but only the way 
Trump wants it done, and he takes no responsibility. 
And he is back doing campaign rallies during brief-
ings. 

Social distancing is all we have now and judges are 
ruling against it while medical professionals are pro-
moting it. 

More and more people demand the right to infect 
you and your family. What will they do next?

Karen Webb
Portland, OR [formerly of Moore]

Editor, The Observer:
This letter is from one of my associates, Naseer Ah-

mad Nazari, in Kabul, Afghanistan.
Dear American Friends and Allies,
Since I am here in Kabul and able to observe the 

severity of conditions in Afghanistan from up close, I 
am responding to President Trump’s stated intention 

of immediately reducing aid to Afghanistan by $1 bil-
lion, with the stated intention of another $1 billion 
decrease in assistance to Kabul next year.

I am writing from a country which has already been 
grappling with several predicaments. Disputes and 
clashes take the lives of innocent people, including 
children and women, on a daily basis. Over half of the 
population of this country is living under the poverty 
line. Unemployment and poverty are at their peak. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic is also on the rise.
On top of this, our already-feeble government was 

split. While the country is facing such grave misfor-
tune, the Trump administration announced $1 billion 
in immediate aid reductions and threatened to cut $1 
billion more next year apparently trying to pressure 
Afghan leaders President Ghani and former Chief 
Executive Officer [CEO] to agree on a shared govern-
ment.

Millions of Afghan people have fought along side 
the American coalition against the insurgents, and 
thousands have given their lives, leaving their fami-
lies to fend for themselves.

On behalf of the young generation of Afghanistan, I 
believe that the U.S. decision about reducing its fund-
ing to Afghanistan, especially these days, will further 
push the country into a worse situation. 

About 75% of Afghanistan’s public expenditure is 
reliant on foreign aid provided by the international 
community. If the U.S. cuts the lion’s share of this 

aid, there will be a significant decrease in public 
services, leaving the public with poor education and 
health facilities.

Surely the U.S. can figure out some better ways of 
exerting pressure on Afghan leaders to agree on es-
tablishing a shared and inclusive government. The 
White House already knows who has been announced 
the winner of Afghanistan’s presidential election by 
the electoral commission. The White House should 
exert pressure on the other politician to accept the 
results of the commission, instead of trying to force 
them to agree on a shared government.

The U.S. could twist the arms of all those Afghan 
politicians who do not respect and accept the de-
cision of the democratic bodies, instead of putting 
economic pressure on the entire nation which is al-
ready struggling under an extremely difficult set of 
economic circumstances.

Historically, Afghanistan has been taken advantage 
of by many world powers, through no fault of our 
own, simply because of where Afghanistan happens 
to be located.

I, therefore, urge the U.S. to apply pressure to the 
Trump administration to rethink its announcement 
about cutting aid to Afghanistan. Any swift decision 
or careless decision in this regard would push Af-
ghanistan into more years of friction.

The members of Congress who have been there 
for the past 18 years have seen for themselves the 
way the Afghan people, and especially the Afghan fe-
males, have already suffered more than their share of 
misfortunes.

As I travel around my country, I see bombed-out 
buildings everywhere, and I feel the painful pierc-
ing of sorrow. The number of buildings the U.S. has 
helped us erect in the past few years is miniscule 
in comparison with the number of schools, hospitals 
and other buildings which were destroyed by fighting 
between the U.S. and the insurgents.

I appreciate the effort the U.S. has been making to 
help us rebuild our country but, in reality, the dam-
age the U.S. did by dropping tens of thousands of 
bombs within the Afghan borders did a lot more dam-
age to our interior and the soul of our nation than the 
present level of aid recognizes.

What does President Trump see when he looks at 
Afghanistan? He sees a country that he perceives as 
a drain on the United States, but does he see the role 
the U.S. has played in exacerbating the pain and suf-
fering within Afghanistan?

I once again urge the Congress and the people of 
the U.S. to give our youth and our women a chance 
to inherit a country that is not poverty-stricken and 
clashes-plagued. I urge the Trump administration to 
think about other ways of exerting pressure on Af-
ghan politicians in lieu of cutting its assistance to 
the Afghan nation.
Nazari’s letter was shared with The Observer by 
Fannie Bates, a former Oklahoman now living in 
Fort Worth.
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If you’re listening to politicians, you hear them 
sing bipartisan praise for the heroes who march 
bravely into the viral storm every day. They con-
stantly eulogize doctors and nurses, cops and 
firefighters, but also those who maintain essential 
services amid the coronavirus catastrophe – from 
grocery clerks to delivery drivers to sanitation work-
ers, train conductors and traffic engineers. Sud-
denly, we have all realized that those good people, 
whose thankless toil we took for granted, deserve 
our gratitude and respect.

Or so it seemed until Mitch McConnell opened his 
mouth and proved that, to him at least, those civic 
accolades mean nothing.

When the Senate majority leader told a right-wing 
radio host last month that he opposes any further 
federal aid to states and localities, encouraging 
them to seek bankruptcy protection instead, his 
message could not have been clearer. As far as 
McConnell is concerned, every city and town in 
America devastated by the coronavirus, and every 
state that will be, should simply drop dead – and so 
should its heroic employees. His sneering reference 
to “blue state bailouts” piled demagogic insult onto 
the grave injury he means to inflict.

That injury would only begin with the abrogation 
of hard-won pensions, health care and other ben-
efits won by unionized public employees – including 
cops, firefighters, emergency workers and teachers 
whose contribution to society we have supposedly 
learned to value in this crisis. Driving the states and 
cities into bankruptcy will damage every working 
family as schools and colleges decline, parks dete-
riorate, critical services falter and every aspect of 
public life decays.

For a partisan extremist like McConnell, “we’re all 
in this together” is a slogan for suckers. Both his 
selfish ideology and his servility to wealthy special 
interests mock any sincere appeal to patriotism, 
shared sacrifice or civic duty. Only political expedi-
ency can ever force him to do the decent thing, and 
he will invariably attempt to steer every act toward a 
self-serving result.

It is the same attitude that dispatches a press re-
lease from McConnell’s office with a nasty headline 
about “blue state bailouts” when he knows full well 
how falsely that slur reflects our country’s fiscal 
reality. The cosmopolitan, free-spending blue states 
have subsidized red states like his old Kentucky 
home for the past century. Every year, blue states 
pay billions more in federal taxes than they ever re-
ceive from Washington in benefits, while red states 
receive billions more than they ever send.

New York, as Gov. Andrew Cuomo noted the other 

Moscow Mitch’s True Colors
BY JOE CONASON

day, is among the states that receive the least and 
cough up the most, with the difference adding up to 
almost $27 billion in fiscal 2019. Kentucky fares far 
better, depending on the metrics used, with both its 
residents and its state government collecting bil-
lions more than they pay in federal taxes.

Which is why Republicans like McConnell com-
plaining about federal entitlements is so laughable. 
Nobody acts more entitled than a “fiscally conserva-
tive” senator with his palm outstretched.

Their enduring debt to the blue states has never 
stopped McConnell and his red-state caucus from 
biting the hands that literally feed them. Three years 
ago, when congressional Republicans passed the 
Trump tax bill, which swindled the middle class on 
behalf of billionaires, they included a provision cut-
ting the state and local tax deduction – a calculated 
attack on the economic health of mostly Democratic 
states with higher taxes and better services. [Presi-
dent Trump’s endorsement of that spiteful scheme is 
one more reason why he and his family, along with 
Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, will forever be 
despised in their hometowns.]

Nobody can truly be surprised by McConnell’s 
open hostility toward his fellow Americans, whom 
he regards only as political enemies. “Moscow 
Mitch” is friendlier to America’s adversaries in Mos-
cow and Beijing than he is toward his compatriots in 
New York, Los Angeles or Boston. Like Trump and 
most of the Republican leadership, he doesn’t hesi-
tate to aggravate regional, racial or cultural divisions 
in pursuit of power. Starving the cities and state 
during a pandemic would only be another chapter in 
that bleak narrative.

In this unprecedented moment, however, McCon-
nell may not get away with his usual vandalism so 
easily. Governors of both parties, including his own 
state’s popular Democratic governor, Andy Beshear, 
have bluntly rebuked his shortsighted rejection of 
federal aid. Cuomo went further, daring McConnell 
to pass the legislation necessary to allow states to 
go bankrupt. “You want to send a signal to the mar-
kets that this nation is in real trouble? You want to 
send an international message that the economy is 
in turmoil? Do that,” said the New York governor.

Whatever McConnell does, Americans should 
remember that when the Republican leader showed 
his true colors, they were not red, white and blue.
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