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SAFE RETURN?

Back-To-School Special Report Begins on Page 6

School Reopenings Fraught With Pandemic Peril
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Patience
Oklahoma has no business throwing open the doors to in-class public 

school instruction this fall. We blew our chance to open safely and on 
time when, in May, national and state leadership prioritized economic 
health over physical health. We now are paying a dear price for that 
blunder.

Think about the last month: A 13-year-old Fort Sill dependent died of 
COVID-19. Gov. Kevin Stitt became the nation’s first governor to con-
tract coronavirus. The state regularly recorded 1,000-plus daily positive 
tests. Hospitalizations and deaths jumped.

There is still so much we don’t know about this killer pathogen. What 
we do know: It’s not safe to shove our most precious assets – our chil-
dren and their teachers – into a petri dish that risks turning a bad situ-
ation tragic.

Imagine what would happen if there’s an outbreak at the neighbor-
hood school? Parents would freak. So would teachers and administra-
tors. Schoolhouse doors would be padlocked pronto.

There’s already a shortage of personal protective equipment as CO-
VID-19 cases spike. There would be a run on neck braces from the open-
ing-closing whiplash if those responsible for the current surge bully 
public schools into reopening.

Elected leaders in Washington and Oklahoma City didn’t heed the 
public health experts in May. They should pursue a different course now 
– carefully listening not only to epidemiologists, doctors and nurses, 
but also to educators who would be thrust into the front lines against 
an invisible enemy.

The reality is, most of Oklahoma’s K-12 campuses are not built for so-
cial distancing. Requiring everyone on campus wear masks – students, 
faculty, and visitors – would help, but the Stitt-controlled State Board of 
Education refused.

Already, Oklahoma City Public Schools wisely moved all instruction 
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Observerscope

Great news: The Observer family 
responded to our Mayday, gener-
ously funding all 114 Oklahoma 
libraries in danger of losing their 
subscriptions because of budget 
cuts. Thank you, thank you, thank 
you!

The hoped-for Aug. 13 re-launch 
of Newsmakers at OKC’s Full Cir-
cle Books won’t happen because 
of the spike in COVID-19 cases. 
You can get a weekly Newsmakers 
fix by listening to Observercast. 
See back cover for details.

Dart: To Gov. Kevin Stitt, whose 
bull-headed feud with tribes over 
gaming compacts cost taxpayers 
$1.5 million in legal fees as state 
revenues dwindle because of the 
pandemic and sagging oil prices.

We urge our friends to avoid Sin-
clair Broadcasting stations – in-
cluding OKC’s KOKH and Tulsa’s 
KTUL. Their rightwing, Trump TV 
agenda makes Fox News look fair 
and balanced by comparison.

“Do not get lost in a sea of de-
spair. Do not become bitter or 
hostile. Be hopeful, be optimistic. 
Never, ever be afraid to make some 
noise and get in good trouble, nec-
essary trouble. We will find a way 
to make a way out of no way.” – 
Rep. John Lewis #RIP

Laurel: To state Supt. Joy Hof-
meister, leading the fight to require 
students wear masks during the 
pandemic. Gov. Stitt’s water-carri-
ers on the state ed board defeated 
the common sense proposal. 

It’s been 11 years since the last 
minimum wage hike – longest 
stretch in U.S. history. If 1968’s 
$1.15 minimum wage federal were 
indexed for inflation, it would be 
$11.05 today. h/t David Blatt

Sen. Nathan Dahm, R-Looney 
Tunes, launched an online petition 
against government mask man-
dates. His hometown, Broken Ar-
row, was the state’s No. 2 in posi-
tive tests and No. 4 in deaths. 

Hypocrisy 101: Ten of 12 the 
statehouse Republicans casting 
themselves as vanguard against 
defunding law enforcement actual-
ly voted to do just that – opposing 
a public safety districts bill that 
was a high police/fire priority.

To no one’s surprise, Tesla 
chose Austin for its new assembly 
plant, no doubt using Tulsa’s bid 
to sweeten the #CronyCapitalism 
offered by Texas’ capital.

Democrats cast more than half 
the 99,742 absentee ballots in 
June’s primary. Only 3,614 – 3.6% 
– weren’t counted because they 
didn’t meet requirements. 

Did you know 60% of U.S. zip 
codes are banking deserts [one or 
no banks]? Postal banking – sup-
ported by 84% of Democrats and 
67% of Republicans – would help 
families and create a new revenue 
stream for USPS. All that’s needed 
is congressional action.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 44
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Letters

CONTINUED ON PAGE 45

Editor, The Observer:
Taken from Gov. Stitt’s state-

ment after a federal judge ruled 
tribal gaming compacts automati-
cally renewed Jan. 1 for another 
15 years:

“I am deeply disappointed by the 
federal court’s ruling. It confirms 
my fears, and the fears of many fel-
low Oklahomans, that the state en-
tered into a poorly negotiated deal 
and now we must bear the cost of 
this mistake.”

I agree with Stitt’s comment 
about the original compact. Yes, 
15 years after-the-fact you might 
surmise the tribes got a great deal. 
Of course, in doing so, you com-
pletely ignore the fact that nobody 
knew how tribal gaming would sell 
here, and that the tribes and their 
partners took all the risk.

What’s so disappointing about 
the governor’s “not my fault” 
comment is that it’s his job to do 
something to address the compact 

provisions. And at least so far, he 
has botched it.

Be accountable, governor. Roll 
up your sleeves and this time get 
some good advice. Treat the tribes 
as equals. Government is about 
compromise.

P.S. Also, you might apologize 
to the tribal leaders and AG Mike 
Hunter. Show some humility and 
see if you can’t get those people of 
good faith back to the bargaining 
table.

Mickey Thompson
Oklahoma City

Editor, The Observer:
A University of North Carolina 

study found that between 2004 
and 2019, about half of all newspa-
per jobs in the United States were 
eliminated. Cumulative weekday 
circulation of print papers fell to 
73 million from 122 million.

These glaring statistics explain 
why legislative subcommittees, 

many city councils and county 
government meetings are without 
news coverage.

Electronic media and the inter-
net simply were not designed to 
penetrate the inner workings of 
public affairs. Only the old-fash-
ioned [now unemployed] news-
paper reporter had a reason and 
an outlet for disclosing many big 
money deals during “open meet-
ings” that nowadays lack media 
coverage.

These numbers reflect a real a 
crisis in America and worldwide.

Joseph H. Carter Sr.
Norman

Editor, The Observer:
The idea that Donald Trump 

would become more moderate in 
the office or that he would have ad-
visors who can rein in his insanity 
cannot be used.

Anyone who thinks anyone can 
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Arnold Hamilton

Self-Inflicted Wounds

The first month of summer wasn’t kind to Okla-
homa’s 28th governor.

In late June, voters rejected Gov. Kevin Stitt’s 
public opposition to State Question 802’s Medicaid 
expansion. Next, COVID-19 cases soared after Stitt 
reopened Oklahoma’s economy, straining hospital 
capacity and threatening fall’s in-school instruction. 
Then, Stitt became the nation’s first governor to test 
positive for the novel coronavirus, requiring him to 
self-quarantine.

As if that were not enough, the state Supreme 
Court and a federal judge ruled against Stitt in his 
boneheaded fight with Oklahoma tribes over gaming 
compacts. And Elon Musk left Stitt at the altar after 
a public courtship aimed to lure Tesla’s new auto as-
sembly plant to Tulsa.

I’m reminded of some gallows humor: “Other than 
that Mrs. Lincoln, how did you enjoy the play?”

Few, of course, would blame Stitt for whisper-
ing sweet nothings to the mercurial Musk. Five-
thousand new jobs would have been a game-changer 
for Oklahoma [though arguably not worth the cost 
in taxpayer-funded incentives]. You don’t ask, you 
don’t get, right?

It’s also true that professional contact tracers are 
not required to identify the primary source of Stitt’s 
losing streak: the governor himself.

Stitt bungled Medicaid expansion from the get-go. 
He first was for it, his business acumen shrewdly 
recognizing the windfall of a 9-1 federal match. 
Then, suddenly, he was against it, apparently be-
cause rightwing ideologues crawled into his head 
with specious warnings about the cost not only to 
the state treasury, but also to a Republican governor 
aligning politically with an ObamaCare pillar.

He also blew it by siding with President Trump’s 
bull-headed tub-thumping to reopen the economy. 
Though Stitt swears his COVID-19 decision-making 
e is data-driven, the data was less than favorable 
when he loosened the reins in May.

Yes, positive tests and hospitalizations were fairly 

stable, but there were plenty of warnings from epide-
miologists that a return to business as usual – es-
pecially given mask-wearing resistance in Oklahoma 
– would not be without consequence.

Naturally, Stitt attempted to shift public attention 
from soaring coronavirus numbers to an unemploy-
ment rate that dropped to the nation’s fifth lowest in 
June. The question is, at what cost to public health?

It’s also worth noting, as KWTV’s Storme Jones 
did, that declining unemployment reflected both the 
56,409 Oklahomans who returned to work – and the 
57,234 that gave up looking for a job.

Oklahoma’s Stitt-led response to the COVID crisis 
is not without peer. California locked down early and 
seemingly had it under control, but then Gov. Gavin 
Newsom also opted to reopen … unleashing the 
invisible pathogen. In Texas, Gov. Greg Abbott – like 
Stitt – followed the president’s game plan, with even 
worse results than Oklahoma.

But then Abbott took action, imposing a statewide 
facemask mandate – an unambiguous warning to his 
state’s residents that COVID-19 is a deadly serious 
threat, requiring an all-for-one, one-for-all response.

Indeed, Abbott and the governors of four other 
neighboring states – Arkansas, Kansas, New Mexico 
and Colorado – ordered face coverings in public 
spaces, a no-brainer to Oklahoma State Medical As-
sociation President George Monks.

Such gubernatorial orders, Monks said, “protect 
their citizens, save lives, help strained healthcare 
workers and to keep their businesses from going 
bankrupt. We need this in Oklahoma right now!”

Yet, Stitt resists, prattling instead about “personal 
responsibility.” Truth is, that phrase is code for the 
give-me-liberty or give-me-death crowd to resist what 
they revile as government overreach.

The governor appears to be listening to a small, 
but noisy slice of Sooners. That’s too bad. Taking a 
stand for the greater good not only would save lives, 
but it’s ultimately good politics that could help him 
end his losing streak.
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BACK TO SCHOOL

EXPLOITATION GAME
Voucher Crowd Is Working To Capitalize On The Pandemic

To Disrupt And Destroy Oklahoma Public Education
BY ARNOLD HAMILTON

As the new school year approaches, Oklahoma 
public education is in greater peril than ever.

And that is saying something.
After all, the state’s crown jewel of services – an 

institution that welcomes all comers, regardless of 
race, religion, socioeconomic status or ability – al-
ready endured a decade of the nation’s worst bud-
get cuts. Stagnant teacher pay. Soaring class sizes. 
Outdated textbooks and technology.

2018’s teacher pay raise – made possible by state 
government’s first tax increase in a quarter century 

– gave hope that brighter days were ahead.
Unfortunately, it also intensified opposition from 

profiteers and privatizers who want nothing more 
than to eliminate what they revile as “government 
schools.”

Groups like the Koch-funded, far-right Oklahoma 
Council of Public Affairs and U.S. Education Secre-
tary Betsy DeVos’ networks are in league with those 
who would steer public dollars into private, often-pa-
rochial schools and those who believe there’s truck-
loads of money to be made off educating America’s 
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future generations.
They have a close ally in Gov. Kevin Stitt, who 

recently made good a promise to divert much of the 
state’s $40 million in federal COVID-19 relief dol-
lars to private schools. And in legislative leaders, 
particularly Senate President Greg Treat, who talk 
the pro-public education talk, but rarely deliver – 
and when they do, they do so grudgingly [see 2018 
teacher walkout].

Stitt’s gift – including $10 million for about 1,500 
students to pay for private school tuition – is part of 
a well-funded, carefully scripted effort to exploit the 
headaches the pandemic is causing public educa-
tion.

“The governor is using this crisis as a way to fun-
nel emergency funds that our schools desperately 
need to new, unproven nonprofits and to private 
schools, which have zero academic accountability,” 
said Oklahoma Education Association President 
Alicia Priest. 

“Public schools serve 91% of students but are 
receiving 50% of the emergency funding. This is 
straight out of Betsy DeVos’s playbook. He has taken 
a stand, and it’s not with Oklahoma’s children.”

Meanwhile, the president and his education sec-
retary, DeVos, are demanding schools reopen, even 
if they cannot do so safely, threatening to withhold 
federal funding if they do not obey.

And Stitt is playing a Pontius Pilate-like role, 
turning the safety of students, teachers and indeed 
all Oklahomans over to local decision-makers who 
often do not have the 
resources available 
for personal protective 
equipment and sanitiz-
ers necessary to thwart 
the spread.

The strategies are dif-
ferent, but the goal is 
the same: Make public 
schools as unappealing 
an option as possible 
to as many families as 
possible, driving more 
students into private 
schools – some for-prof-
it, others religious.

It seems to be work-
ing. Epic Charter 
Schools is now the 
state’s largest school 
system, already en-
rolling about 40,000 
students for the fall 
semester – more than 
Oklahoma’s traditional 
Big Two: Oklahoma City 
[a projected 35,000 stu-
dents] and Tulsa [pro-
jected 34,000 students].

What is driving students into Epic’s arms – despite 
its legal troubles and less-than-stellar academic 
results? Parents’ fears that traditional bricks-and-
mortar schools won’t have the resources to keep 
their children, teachers, staff and visitors safe from 
the deadly virus.

Moreover, anti-public ed forces are pouring big 
bucks into campaigns to oust the Legislature’s 
staunchest public school advocates and re-elect 
those who share the privatization dream.

For example, just a week after the June primary, 
the pro-voucher Oklahoma Federation for Children 
Action Fund heralded its handiwork in legislative 
races.

A top target: Sen. Ron Sharp, R-Shawnee, a career 
public school teacher whose refusal to play ball 
with the Senate’s pro-voucher leadership led to his 
ouster as vice-chair of the Senate Education Com-
mittee.

Sharp was forced into an Aug. 25 runoff against 
former state Rep. Shane Jett, whose legislative re-
cord – ironically – was not nearly as conservative as 
Sharp’s. 

What could lead the anti-public schools hard-right 
to support Jett? It would advance their privatizing 
and profiteering goals to knock off a staunch public 
school advocate like Sharp.

Those who would undermine and ultimately de-
stroy public education are working to drive it off the 
cliff with COVID-19 as a jet fuel. Oklahomans need 
to be aware of the exploitation game being played. 
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State Leadership Failure Imperils
Oklahoma Families And Teachers

BY MARYANN MARTIN

While I’d prefer to agonize over which glue sticks 
and school supplies to buy in bulk for my three 
daughters who should be starting school in a few 
short weeks, instead, like many families, our house-
hold is agonizing this year over how and if we can 
send our kids back to school safely.

It’s a heartwrenching decision and there are no 
good choices or easy decisions for Oklahoma.

Off the table for our family, however, is a return to 
schools with no ability to social distance and class-
rooms that look like biohazard scenes. Our children 
and teachers deserve better, but the state simply is 
not stepping up the plate.

Just like the ever-growing school supply list, 
which now includes Clorox wipes and Kleenex 
boxes, the decisions Oklahoma parents and care-
takers face this year reflect the shift from funding 

and investing in our public school system directly 
through appropriations to another form of taxation: 
increasing out-of-pocket costs and expenses for 
families and teachers.

Our current quandary as parents and teachers de-
cide whether or not and how to return to school this 
fall reveal the inequities wrought by the slow divest-
ment from the public sector, or what some would 
call, “defunding.”

And the added expenses this year may come at the 
highest cost imaginable: the lives of our children 
and our teachers.

And yet, predictably, what we receive in return as 
taxpayers for our investment in public education 
– what is handed to us as “choice” – has declined 
in quality after legislative defunding and now our 
schools are unable to respond effectively to the 
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true crisis at hand: a pandemic that requires agility 
and flexibility as well as the ability for our kids to 
socially distance. When middle and high schoolers 
in larger districts routinely sit in classrooms with 
more than 35 kids and no telecommunications con-
nectivity at home, that is all but impossible.

The absolute worst part of this situation is the 
true agony sits with the households who have no 
economic choice other than sending their children 
to in-person instruction, because their employers 
do not offer the flexibility to stay home, and home is 
not wired for distance learning.

No one is interested in creating choice for these 
Oklahoma families. Their only choice is to work.

The system that disaster capitalism has created 
for Oklahoma families provides choice to those who 
can afford it and removes choice from those who 
can’t. It blinds the haves to the needs of the have-
nots and obscures the common good under the 
phrase “local control.”

If our local school districts do not act like Okla-
homa City Public Schools and Putnam City to push 
instruction online the first nine weeks and provide 
connectivity to families who need it, our children 
and teachers will become unwilling participants in 
an experiment testing the true extent to which chil-
dren – and our teachers – are prone to COVID-19.

In other words, due to the systematic defunding 
of public education in Oklahoma, instead of ask-
ing “How many markers do I need to buy?” to get 
through the school year, my family and our teachers 
are asking if we’ll even survive it.

Maybe it’s common wisdom now, but the pandemic 
and subsequent response to it here in the United 
States has pulled back the curtain on the glaring, 
trenchant inequities in American society. As a par-
ent agonizing over our “choices” for school this year 
that include my daughters sitting in a sardine can of 
a classroom, taking courses online through a third-
party vendor with anonymous teachers from some 
other part of the country, or Epic Charter schools, 
our public schools are on the front lines, danger-
ously exposing the peril of failing to invest in infra-
structure.

Some of us can choose to keep our kids safe. 
Some of us, simply put, cannot.

Rather than investing in municipal internet and 
broadband, building schools that grow with our pop-
ulation and changes in technology, recruiting teach-
ers for the next generation, Oklahoma has done the 
exact opposite over the last 30 years. 

Just this spring, our governor picked fights with 
the Legislature over who gets to increase access to 
broadband internet in our state instead of just in-
creasing access to broadband in our state when stu-
dents and educators statewide require it. Thousands 
of Oklahomans sit on the brink of homelessness 
and desperation because our decrepit unemploy-
ment system – another system where our tax dollars 
do not garner a ROI in comparison to its vilification 

by our Legislature – is broken. And our educators 
work in aging buildings constructed for class sizes 
a fraction of what they are in 2020, and the plight of 
retaining teachers in our state is well known.

But the options presented to us as this pandemic 
surges within our state trumpet the neoliberal phi-
losophy that robs our state coffers, impoverishes 
the public sector, and endangers particularly the 
most vulnerable in our communities.

Now, it leaves us painfully vulnerable to a virus 
sweeping the world.

We can lean into political catchphrases like “per-
sonal responsibility” and “local rule” all day, but 
they only obfuscate what’s really happening. It’s 
an abdication of responsibility at the top levels of 
leadership in Oklahoma for the increased risk facing 
our schools and our families, forcing decisions to 
the local level, where communities across the state 
are woefully unequipped and underresourced for the 
fight ahead to keep safe, to stay healthy, and simply, 
to survive.
MaryAnn Martin lives in Norman and is co-host and 
producer of Observercast, The Observer’s weekly 
podcast.

History Center’s
Back To School

Bash Goes Virtual
The Oklahoma History Center’s 2020 Back to 

School Bash is going virtual because of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic.

The seventh annual event brings together mu-
seums and other educational organizations to  
share information about available resources and 
to help educators plan for the coming school year.

Participating organizations are listed at www.
okmuseums.org where they will highlight the 
programs, activities and materials they have de-
veloped for students. Educators will be able to 
explore resources available for their students 
throughout the state.

As an added bonus, the Olahoma History Cen-
ter is sponsoring a Facebook Live door prize give-
away on Aug. at 4 p.m. at www.facebook.com/
okhistorycenter. Each participating organization 
will donate a door prize, which will be given away 
to registered Facebook Live participants. To reg-
ister to win a door prize, please visit www.okhis-
tory.org/backtoschool.

The Oklahoma History Center is located at 800 
Nazih Zuhdi Dr. in Oklahoma City. For more infor-
mation, call Carrie Fox at 405.522.0791 or visit 
www.okhistory.org/historycenter/classes.
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How Schools Can Recover From
COVID And Neoliberal Reforms 

BY JOHN THOMPSON

Two of my tools for making sense of the COVID 
pandemic have been binge-watching CSPAN 
Book TV and using the Metropolitan Library 
System sidewalk checkout to read books, 

written by the types of brilliant authors featured by 
Book TV, in order to reconsider recent history and 
contemplate human nature.

CSPAN presented Steven Levy, of Wired Magazine, 
who discussed Mark Zuckerberg’s driving principle 
of “Move Fast and Break Things.” Now, as Facebook 
faces the complexity of issues and the threats to de-
mocracy it ignored, Zuckerberg’s team struggles with 
the now-acknowledged need to build resiliency. 

Even if Facebook’s leadership and other Silicon 
Valley entrepreneurs had not been dismissive of the 
dangers inherent in their risk-taking, their hubris 
likely would have undermined efforts to institution-
alize practices that protect its users and our democ-
racy. Before long, not knowing what they didn’t know 
about K-12 education, many of these elites also set 
out to disrupt and transform public education. Diane 
Ravitch dubbed them “the Billionaires Boys Club.”

Often unaware of political and economic history, 
this new generation of numbers-driven entrepreneurs 
promised to not be evil as they pushed a neoliberal 
agenda, weakening government in order to liberate 
the “market.” The billionaires worshiped “disruptive 
innovation,” a modern version of Joseph Schumpet-
er’s “Creative Destruction,” which hypothesized that 
“the process of industrial mutation that incessantly 
revolutionizes the economic structure from within, 
incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creat-
ing a new one.”

Today’s creative disruption risk-taking supposedly 
needed to be free of governmental speed bumps and 

buffers, social safety nets, and employees’ rights in 
order to rapidly produce transformational change.

These digital innovators are an extremely important 
example of the damage done by the rushed expansion 
of the “just in time” global marketplace. They used 
data to leverage individual investments that would 
maximize profits. Failed experiments would suppos-
edly be jettisoned. In doing so, they’ve expanded the 
“gig economy,” where many workers don’t even have 
predictable work schedules, much less due process 
rights, collective bargaining, health and retirement 
benefits, and the steady salaries that allowed Baby 
Boomers [or at least white ones] to accumulate wealth 
to be passed on the our children and grandchildren.

Neoliberals, like previous conservative, libertarian, 
and neoconservative ideologues, failed to understand 
that power corrupts or why institutionalized checks 
and balances are needed.

Moving from CSPAN to the library checkout oppor-
tunities, I found myself immersed in a variety of glob-
al histories that analyzed the promising rise and pre-
cipitously falling contemporary global marketplace 
model. My favorite book was, Andrew Solomon’s Far 
and Away, Reporting from the Brink of Change: Seven 
Continents, Twenty-five Years, an anthology of his 
reporting on the post-Cold War 1990s and the early 
2000s. Solomon doesn’t concentrate on economics, 
but this era was once praised as the “End of History,” 
with market-based solutions that could even help us 
outgrow the genocides of the times.

Solomon documented the optimism which accom-
panied the fall of the Berlin Wall, the path to Tianan-
men Square, emerging democratic and/or civil rights 
advances in South Africa, India, Turkey, Afghanistan, 
Zambia, Ghana , and Brazil, as well as war and geno-
cide in Libya, Rwanda, and Myanmar, and other places 
where globalism failed in its transformative promise. 
Sadly, he witnessed how the “brink of change falls 
temporality in love with itself.”

When compiling the anthology in 2016, during the 
political campaign that gave us President Donald 
Trump, Solomon updated these stories of “crushed 
hope.” In 2020, Far and Away prompts even more pes-
simism. But I still have to embrace his conclusion, 
“Hope is like a happy childhood; it equips its benefi-
ciaries to deal with the traumas that inevitably ensue. 
It is experience as a primal love.”

Solomon now writes, “My lifelong fascination with 
resilience has often propelled me to places in the 
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throes of transformation.” He knew that “History is 
rife with waves of joyful transformation followed by a 
descent into horror.” But Solomon “used to be sure 
of transformative revolution.” After witnessing these 
global tragedies, he now believes in “ameliorative 
evolution.”

So, I’m still wrestling with the tragic lessons of neo-
liberal school reform, which is a case study in the 
faith and failure of disruptive innovation to produce 
transformative change. But I am not interested in re-
fighting old battles, or revisiting the corporate school 
reforms that so weakened public schools and educa-
tion values on the eve of today’s crises.

Rather than criticize data-driven, market-driven re-
formers, I want us to remember that they were a part 
of a global experiment, and learn lessons for amelio-
rative evolution, to recover from the pandemic, and 
tackle the world historical forces that got us here.

School reform, like the Silicon Valley and the mar-
ket-driven neoliberalism of the last few decades, be-
gan as a reaction to the New Deal, the Fair Deal, and 
the Great Society. We did not lose the War on Poverty, 
but, by the time of Reaganism, the narrative was that 
government is incapable of holistic and coordinated 
social and economic successes. Their hypothesis 
was that our poor children of color could not wait 
until poverty, historic traumas, and segregation and 
racism were defeated.

Instead, we must find a lever [better teachers] and 
a place to stand [a system of rewards and punish-
ment for quantifiable outcomes] to transform public 
schools into the driver of economic opportunity.

I don’t want to dwell on the reform shortcuts that 
produced what Professor Emeritus Larry Cuban cor-
rectly describes as the “Perverse outcomes of school 
reforms.” And neither does he. Cuban reminds us 
that generations of reformers believed that trans-
formations of our complex society can be driven by 
education. And his analyses of what it will take to 
reopen schools should be a must-read for education 
policymakers.

The problem is that corporate reform true-believ-
ers were in too much of a hurry to study the history 
of previous failures, so they hurriedly “deputized” 
teachers as the agents for overcoming structural 
problems. Neither did they consider the social sci-
ence explaining why complex, intertwined social and 
economic problems require equally complicated, in-
terconnected solutions, not just a numbers-driven 
quick fix.

And that is why I do not want to criticize school 
systems that have been beaten down by decades of 
reward and punish mandates, and the hypothesis 
that the stresses of generational poverty, trauma, and 
segregation can be cured by imposing the stresses of 
high stakes testing, dismissing the effects of trauma, 
and cultures of competition and increased segrega-
tion that comes with school choice.

Educators have enough on their plates as they are 
pressured to prematurely reopen schools. I just hope 

they will take some time to learn from experts like 
Cuban and former PBS reporter John Merrow. 

Under-the-gun school systems should at least re-
member Merrow’s research on how school reform 
failed by using the shortcut of “building a better 
teacher” and why school improvement must become 
a “team effort.” Neither can they ignore his call for 
teaching digital literacy and ethics in a holistic man-
ner. Merrow writes:

Two priorities cannot be compromised or negoti-
ated: 1) Keep everyone safe, with frequent testing, 
social distancing, and adequate PPE; and 2) Create 
genuine learning opportunities, rather than simply 
replicating semesters, work sheets, 50-minute peri-
ods, and everything else that schools routinely do.  

When organizing the team effort, Merrow recom-
mends the use of “spaces that are empty at least part 
of the day [that] are everywhere: Houses of worship, 
meeting rooms at the local Y or Boys & Girls Club, 
theaters, and – because of the recession – vacant 
storefronts and offices.”

This community effort could allow project-based 
learning to be restored, even becoming the “pedagogy 
of choice.”

For instance, “Teams of students might explore 
their city’s history.” Or “they could interview [via 
Zoom] local veterans of recent wars and use those 
memories to help write the story of the conflict.” Stu-
dents could study the history of local monuments, or 
“pick a prominent building in the town or city and dig 
into its history: who built it, and why?”

In Oklahoma City, we have a special advantage due 
to the leadership of the Potts Family Foundation and 
the expertise of the University of Oklahoma Health 
Science Center in trauma-informed instruction, and 
building resiliency.

The point is that data-driven, competition-driven 
neoliberalism has done more than impose a “cookie-
cutter” mentality on schools. It has also done more 
than threaten America’s economy and culture. Mar-
ket-driven competition has also spewed its poison 
across the world.

Trump is a result, not just a huge contributing fac-
tor to today’s crisis. 

To ride these threats out, and start down the evo-
lutionary path towards a humane and equitable 21st 
century economy, we must read great contemporary 
histories, reject the simplistic, data-driven and mar-
ket-driven mantras of the last few decades, draw upon 
the best of our diverse communities, and rebuild our 
democracy.

We must replace the simplistic winners vs. losers 
mentality of the last few decades with hope, the “pri-
mal love” for all.
John Thompson is an award-winning historian 
who became an inner-Oklahoma City teacher after 
the “Hoova” set of the Crips took over his neighbor-
hood and he became attached to the kids in the drug 
houses. Now retired, he is the author of A Teacher’s 
Tale: Learning, Loving, and Listening to Our Kids.
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Oologah Schools: ‘Mustang Magic’
Or ‘Shocking Disregard For Students’?

State Flogging, Possible Shuttering Of 
Once-Revered District Highlights Public Education Woes

BY JOHN M. WYLIE II

Oologah-Talala School has become a true Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde tale which soils years 
of living the dream of what public education 
can be but likely also exposes far deeper 

problems statewide.
Once revered [and envied] statewide as Oklahoma’s 

beacon of superb public education, the state has put 
the district, school board and superintendent Max 
Tanner on probation.

If they don’t satisfy the state by the end of fiscal 
2020-21 on its handling of complaints primarily in-
volving sexual misconduct or harassment against 
students by at least five teachers going back eight 
years, it could lose accreditation and be closed, with 
its students absorbed elsewhere.

“Probation is a very rare thing in the last two school 
years [due to modifications in how federal education 
law is written] and it generally applies to districts that 
do not respond to corrective measures,” said Steffie 
Corcoran, executive director of communications for 
the State Department of Education.

State Superintendent Joy Hofmeister said in a for-
mal public censure and reprimand delivered at a live-
streamed State Board of Education meeting June 23 
viewed at least 57,885 times, “you have displayed a 
shocking disregard for students’ voiced concerned 
– no doubt contributing to an environment that dis-
courages students from coming forward for help.”

Superintendent Max Tanner has already “voluntari-
ly and irrevocably resigned” effective June 30, 2021 
without severance despite another fiscal year left on 
his contract and with significantly restricted duties 
this school year.

In its response, also read aloud, Board Member 
Brian Wigginton speaking for the board and Tanner, 
said, “Our greatest responsibility is protecting the 
health, safety and welfare of our students coupled 
with an excellent learning environment every day … 
We understand that as a board and as a district we 
must do better.”

He outlined changes already made to address board 
concerns and said more are coming in consultation 
with the state, but also said, “Oologah-Talala has a 
tradition of excellence and we are not defined by the 

State Board’s actions. We have been and remain fully 
committed to our students and families.”

GOLDEN HISTORY
When PSO brought a mammoth power plant to Will 

Rogers’ birthplace more than six decades ago, the 
growing tax windfall turned a once-small but proud 
school into a powerhouse.

After annexing dependent districts and the area’s 
other K-12 district in Talala, the new Oologah-Talala 
School District was Rogers County’s largest, serving 
residents of 170 square miles from the Tulsa, Wash-
ington and Nowata County lines to Oologah Lake. It 
provided state-of-the-art facilities, outstanding facul-
ty, unique programs and enormous community spirit.

It was a real estate agent’s dream, drawing new resi-
dents enchanted by the small-town flavor, top-notch 
academics, athletics and extra-curricular activities.

The Class of 1970, six years after consolidation was 
finished, had 41 graduates, a number that topped 160 
before transfers were sharply curtailed due to repeat-
ed state education funding cuts. This year’s class 
graduated 138.

The school is an athletic powerhouse, bringing 
home a dozen state championships including back-
to-back gold balls in the ‘90s and fielding fearsome 
Mustang football teams that were state playoff factors 
every year until 2019, even after moving up to 4A.

Its speech, debate and one-act play competitors lit-
erally needed large carriers to bring home their state 
medals. It regularly had Academic All-State honorees, 
a marching band known nationwide, and a nationally-
recognized FFA program. 

Its academic prowess earned science teacher Dale 
Long state Teacher of the Year honors in 1988. Long 
taught with a classroom full of live snakes.

Graduates filled top jobs including at the upper lev-
els of the Pentagon, the Signal Corps at the White 
House level, business, industry, law and government.

While Mustang Magic began as a football chant, it 
grew to cover the entire school with the phrase “Mus-
tang Magic is Strong Medicine.” Its supporters took it 
in big doses and felt great.

The community’s loyalty to the school was perhaps 
best illustrated by the April 26, 1991 tornado which 
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Left: Oologah-Talala’s 170-square-mile district.
Above: Seats remain empty while school board 
meets in executive session in mid-June.

virtually leveled the square-mile central campus and 
stadium. Classes ended, but just days after the storm 
businessman Ted Jones called for volunteers to clear 
the campus of debris so reconstruction could start in 
time for school in the fall.

Hundreds turned out, starting a joint effort between 
citizens, administrators, board members and con-
tractors to do what had been deemed an impossible 
task. Despite some rough edges, school resumed on 
time and those who hadn’t believed in magic before 
became converts.

STORMS LOOM
But fueled by controversies, coming after two major 

challenges emerged in the second decade of the 21st 
century, the dream began to crumble.

In March 2010 O-T got a decade-early lesson in how 
devastating a fatal disease outbreak and the accom-
panying social media sniping can be for a school.

On March 10 the first case of a virulent and lethal 
form of meningitis involving a Rogers County child 
was reported to the Oklahoma State Department of 
Health. The next morning, more case reports came in 
and at 6:30 a.m. the state notified the county health 
department that the source was Oologah Elementary 
School.

It was mid-morning March 11 before the school 
was notified, after word had begun to spread through 
the community by social media, cell and regular 
phones because keeping secrets in a community like 
Oologah-Talala is impossible.

The first victim’s family alleged the school had not 
acted promptly, since the boy had been sent home 

sick March 9, taken to a Claremore hospital and then 
Tulsa’s top children’s hospital that night.

He survived but eventually lost all four limbs. Two 
children died March 11, and both times citizens gath-
ered at the school asked officials about social media 
or cell phone reports. Those in charge had not yet 
been notified.

The problem grew worse as media swarmed in from 
around the nation plus Japan’s Nikkei Network, 
whose lumbering live TV satellite truck had been in 
Dallas. Similar “deathstars” – nicknamed for the Em-
pire’s gigantic battle station in Star Wars – jockeyed 
for space.

Pictures were banned in the gym pressed into ser-
vice as a makeshift command center and exam and 
inoculation clinic for children as young as five, and 
only one crew had to be threatened with arrest and 
having their “deathstar” impounded for the weekend 
for violating the rule.

Most respected the thousands of terrified people 
in the building – parents, children and others who 
received over 2,500 shots – 1,083 with preventive an-
tibiotics and 1,480 vaccines depending on their level 
of exposure.

Dr. Sam Stauffer, Oologah’s longtime physician, do-
nated his time to help when and where needed and 
to serve as a reassuring voice at news conferences. 
The community and school did come together, with 
fund-raisers for victim families and support programs 
blooming.

Five of the seven children sickened before authori-
ties moved in survived, and  life slowly returned to 
normal though some distrust remained. 

Next, in a still-evolving challenge, coal-fired power 
plants became environmental pariahs.

Two coal units represented the vast majority of the 
taxable value at PSO’s four-unit Northeastern Station 
in Oologah. The utility, by then part of national pow-
er group AEP, was targeted by environmentalists and 
federal regulators.

It agreed to eliminate one coal unit [along with the 
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tax dollars it generated for the school, district-wide 
paramedic ambulance service OTEMS, Northwest 
Rogers County Fire District serving even more of the 
county than the school, and various countywide ser-
vices].

PSO modernized the other coal unit with extra pol-
lution control, more efficient generating abilities, and 
other improvements whose capital costs provided a 
tax cushion from the decommissioning and ensured 
a longer life.

But it is on a glide path to cut generation by 50% by 
2025 and close forever in 2026. No further generators 
are planned on the sprawling PSO reservation at U.S. 
169 and Oklahoma 88, officials say.

One of the remaining gas plants underwent a huge 
upgrade some years ago, is among PSO’s most effi-
cient and appears safe for years, but the other is less 
active.

So financial worries have become more intense for 
the district while lawmakers are less and less gener-
ous to schools. The school and local businesses are 
on edge, know that money is tight but not the full 
impact.

Multiple suicides also shook the district last year, 
leading the school to post information on suicide 
help lines, program, and a letter from Tanner which 
began, “It is with great sadness that I write this letter 
to our community in response to another loss to our 
school family. Our heartfelt sympathy goes out to all 
of the families and friends that have been impacted 
by this loss and those before. At the same time we 
appreciate the outpouring of support from our com-
munity.”

But it concludes with the admonishment, “We are 
following the specific direction and guidance from 
the Oklahoma Department of Mental Health and the 
Oklahoma State Department of Education as our next 
steps in addressing our students and staff. These 
agencies and experts have advised us against public 
events or assemblies in dealing with our students’ 
mental health. We ask that before you host a pub-
lic event or have someone speak on mental health, 
please contact the school district at [phone number].”

Thus, while stressing public transparency, the dis-
trict tried to keep even the existence of the situation, 
its scope, or any possible triggers from the public and 
details still aren’t known in most of the community. 
Nothing posted along with the letter and materials 
provided any suggestion of how to balance the pub-
lic’s need to know and rights under the First Amend-
ment and the legitimate right to privacy for grieving 
families. That also led to social media chatter.

But things had already blown up as 2016 began 
when the first of five teachers departed – one after 
years of complaints – due to allegations of improp-
er physical or verbal contact with students. More 
recently, at least one left before the State Board of 
Education got the report of what are euphemistically 
called Title IX incidents, named for federal law bar-
ring sexual discrimination or harassment:

• Social media chatter started during Christmas 
break 2015-16 about a married female high school 
English teacher and an 18-year-old male senior [who 
was not in her class until spring semester of 2016] 
having sex her at her Owasso home on a date which 
could not be narrowed further than Dec. 24, 2018 and 
Jan. 8, 2016. Much of that period was during Christ-
mas break, before spring semester began. It wasn’t 
until May 20, 2016 that the teacher, then 29, was 
indicted for second-degree rape by the multicounty 
grand jury.

The case drew front-page headlines and led televi-
sion newscasts when it happened but has long ago 
been forgotten even by most parents since high 
school students from 2016 are mostly graduated or 
at other schools.  The case is still mired in pre-trial 
motions four years and two months later. The SDE 
suspended the teacher’s certification in June 2016.

• A 28-year-old female teacher allegedly began hav-
ing improper physical contact with a 17-year-old-boy 
in her classroom in October 2017. It turned into ac-
tual sex later that year, documents contend, during 
which time he turned 18. Her teaching certificate was 
suspended in May 2018, after which she surrendered 
it, and she was charged with second-degree rape on 
Aug. 23, 2018 and freed on $25,000 bond. She plead-
ed no contest to a reduced charge of assault with 
intent to commit a felony on Jan. 30 and was given 
a deferred sentence, meaning her record can be ex-
punged Jan. 30, 2025 if she follows all the rules of su-
pervised probation, pays $1,969 in fines, court costs 
and probation fees, performs 250 hours of communi-
ty service, has no contact with the victim, undergoes 
and follows the recommendations of a psychological 
evaluation, and is never again employed at a school. 
The boy and his parents sued her and the school Aug. 
26, 2019 for a variety of alleged wrongdoing and an 
amount to be determined at trial. The case is pending 
in Rogers County District Court.

• A male teacher was charged with second-degree 
rape July 22, 2019 and SDE suspended his teach-
ing certificate in October 2019 after he allegedly had 
sexual intercourse and 30 instances of sexual mis-
conduct with a special education student on school 
property. He was released on $50,000 bond Aug. 16, 
2019 after his original bond of $100,000 was reduced. 
His preliminary hearing is set for Sept. 16 in Rogers 
County District Court before Judge Lara M. Russell. 
There currently is no record of any civil litigation be-
ing filed.

• The case of former football coach and teacher 
Chase Kime was very different from the others be-
cause it resulted in a late 2018 employment status 
hearing in a packed multi-purpose room with a mix-
ture of Kime supporters and critics present along 
with police. The open portion of the hearing was 
extremely contentious, with Kime’s attorney repeat-
edly saying his due process rights had been violated 
continually from the first allegation of misconduct 
until the public hearing and during every part of it. 
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After a lengthy executive session, the board voted to 
terminate him by a 3-2 vote, with well-known local 
and Tulsa attorney Zach Barron – who had also raised 
concerns during the open hearing about due process 
involving all parties – and Lynda Runner casting the 
dissenting votes.

Kime supporters left the meeting vowing lawsuits 
and other action and while no legal action appears 
to have been filed, social media has been alive with 
often bitter discussions about the school. Unknown 
until relatively recently, Kime had been the target of 
complaints about his professional conduct towards 
students for a decade, according to the SDE which 
learned of the breadth of the matter when the district 
submitted personnel files regarding Kim’s dismissal 
“for moral turpitude” in November 2018 and revoca-
tion of his certification 11 months later.

But until parents concerned about yet another 
teacher dug up SDE admonishments to the school, 
it had not been publicly known that Kime was first 
warned about using inappropriate and offensive lan-
guage with students beginning in 2008. In an Oct. 
10, 2019 letter, Hofmeister wrote, “[T]he allegations 
about his conduct grew increasingly serious over 
time. In March 2011, Oologah high school principal 
Robert Schornick issued a disciplinary Directive” to 
Kime. That was followed in February 2012 with a Plan 
for Improvement which “noted that Mr. Kime had pre-
viously been directed not to intentionally expose a 
student to embarrassment or disparagement.”

Principal Melissa Overcash “issued a written ad-
monishment to Mr. Kime on April 4, 2017 indicat-
ing that another teacher had disclosed to her that 
Mr. Kime had touched them inappropriately during 
class.” One girl said the touching had reached from 
below her waist on the rear of her body to her ribs 
near her breasts. He was suspended for a time.

The incident that cost him his job involved a phone 
video showing what SDE described as touching simi-
lar to that alleged in 2017: Kime appeared to be seat-
ed at his classroom desk as he puts his hand inside 
at least the outer layer of a female student’s clothing 
and rubbing her lower back.

His certificate was revoked Sept. 26, 2019. Hofmeis-
ter admonished the school for lack of diligence. She 
said a district showing such lack of action in a case 
like this “may be found to have acted with ‘deliber-
ate indifference’, resulting in potential civil liability 
in addition to any federal enforcement action.”

Yet another case arose in 2018 when a girls sports 
coach joined the O-T school staff – though the SDE 
later found that he had been under investigation by 
Braggs police for involvement in a social media page 
which engaged in online bullying, sexually explicit 
posts and mocking a student’s health condition.

SDE ran a Google search on him. The first returns 
were two major Muskogee Phoenix stories about the 
situation. In one, a girl targeted by the comments 
said “the coach’s were the most sexually explicit.”

The state board suspended his teaching certificate 

Feb. 27, 2020. Its investigation began after the parent 
of a student at O-T complained that efforts to get ac-
tion taken through the school had proved fruitless.

Hofmeister, in the October letter to the school and 
her blistering four-page admonishment to the school 
read at the July meeting, said the actions against it 
were a culmination of more than a year of concerns 
that it felt had been unaddressed.

Tanner told The Observer July 28, “Oologah-Talala 
has a tradition of academic and activity excellence 
and we will continue to provide this level of excel-
lence for our students and families … Our goal as a 
district is to meet and exceed the expectations of the 
State Department of Education and the State Board.”

Looking back on his 30-year career, he said his 
“first priority has been and always will be, the safety 
and well being of my students.”

“Am I perfect, not in any way shape or form, nor 
have I ever professed to be. But with any situation I 
act quickly and as thoroughly as I can with the infor-
mation I have at that time.”

It would take a book to chronicle all the still un-
answered questions about the success of O-T in re-
building district harmony and good relations with the 
SDE but some key ones include:

• The role of Rosenstein, Fist & Ringold as attor-
neys not just for O-T but also for a large percentage of 
the state’s school districts. Its presence is so widely 
felt that at any education gathering, most people sim-
ply refer to RFR and everyone knows who they are 
talking about. 

O-T president Don Tice says the firm does an excel-
lent job for the district. A number of school officials 
and others contacted for this story say the same. But 
it also has faced problems, like a grand jury recom-
mendation that it be replaced as the firm whose at-
torney handled Skiatook Schools’ legal advice after it 
brought criminal charges against the superintendent 
and a contractor, both of whom served year-long pris-
on terms and have been paying restitution after their 
release for a scheme to sell supplies to the district at 
vastly inflated prices.

But others, especially First Amendment and public 
body transparency advocates have a different view. In 
2014 RFR partner Matt Ballard was named a runner-
up for the FOI Oklahoma Black Hole Award – at the 
time then-Gov. Mary Fallin had earned the dubious 
distinction two years running. Ballard, who became 
Rogers County District Attorney in 2015, and the city 
of Claremore shared the “honor” for fighting Open 
Records applications for police dash cam videos of 
drunk driving police stops to the highest court pos-
sible at the expense of citizens.

“The firm profits considerably from representing 
school districts and benefits from schools being in 
active litigation,” said a well-known Claremore attor-
ney whose practice includes numerous First Amend-
ment and citizen access to government meetings and 
records cases. He also cites concerns about a golf 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 23
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You Vil Open Ze Schools!
BY KARA GAE NEAL

Secretary of Education Cruella De Voss and Der 
Leader barked in unison to the country. No Excuses! 
You vil go five regular full days in person! You vil 
limit that pansy remote learning!

All parents vil comply! All teachers vil comply! It’s 
Easy! Let the Hunger Games Begin!

Please, let me introduce you to some folks who 
truly care about what happens to the physical and 
mental heath of America’s children and educators.

Have you met the community leaders who serve 
on the Boards of Education of every constitutionally, 
independent public school district in this country? 
They will decide what happens in their schools and 
when.

Members of Boards of Education are sworn to put 
the safety of all of their students first, above ALL 
other priorities. A threat to cut off the pittance of 
funds that come from the Feds is laughable, if it 
were not for the fact that Fed funds come through 
Congress and pay primarily for school meals and 
educating special needs students. Oh yeah. Cut off 
that off, Cruella and Dear Leader, as if you legally 
could. That would be popular in the November elec-
tion, which is really all you two care about, right.

Oh, and have you met the local, state and na-
tional teachers unions? They are always a compliant 
group for dictatorial directives from on high. They, 
too, put children first and the well-being of their 
millions of members.

During the shut-down, close-me-in, home-
schooling-for-everyone phase, there arose from the 
masses of parents, grandparents and family mem-
bers a renewed respect for the classroom teacher. 
Is there a family member out there who spent six 
hours a day on learning at home? How about three? 
Two? Some days zero? You took a break, right? How 
many evenings were spent preparing for the next 
day’s lessons?

We have a nation of aging educators at every 
level. Exposure to the usual winter health issues 
from students is always a risk. Now compound that 
with a raging, highly contagious virus. How many 
will retire? Use their union to fight unreasonable 
working conditions? 

Schools are already understaffed with well-inten-
tioned college graduates who have been alterna-
tively certified for the classroom. If certified and 
non-certified educators are diminishing, wait until 
you see the substitute pool. Why would anyone re-
turn? Oh yeah, for the pay.

And how about those pesky parents? Not every-
one thinks the classrooms are safe just because 
they are ordered to be opened. Are there enough 
buses for safe distancing? Are there enough sup-

plies so students don’t have to share textbooks or 
computers? Of course not. They don’t have that 
now.

A nurse in every school to test and identify posi-
tive students would be ideal but most districts have 
only one nurse for the entire district with some 
“nurse-aides,” if that. School counselors were 
underfunded and reduced in number a long time 
ago. If there are school counselors, they will have a 
minimum of 300-400 students per counselor to deal 
with their students’ academic progression, mental 
health, abuse, absences, disruptive behavior, par-
ent conferences, scholarships and overseeing the 
records on every student. Counselors stay for the 
pay, too.

Dear Leader and Secretary Cruella, despite your 
bullying and mean-spirited dictates, these three 
groups will decide when and how schools open. In 
conjunction with their local health and government 
officials, they will develop the smartest and safest 
options to protect all, in school or out, or a combi-
nation thereof.

Sadly, with the right leadership, the COVID-19 
crisis could have been an opportunity to re-shape 
and improve public education. If businesses are 
important to the economy and deserve an infu-
sion of billions of new dollars, so do schools. Fund 
for technology expansion to every home. Fund for 
enough supplies that 30 student hands in six dif-
ferent classes don’t have to share the same set of 
novels or Algebra books. Fund for more buses so 
students are not sardine-packed into them. Fund 
schools for strategic planning for changes that pre-
pare for the future instead of struggling to maintain 
a dated system.

These three groups – boards of education, educa-
tors and parents – are the people who know how to 
create schools for tomorrow but have never been 
given the resources. Fund nurses and counselors 
and, finally, fund teachers as the professionals they 
are so they will come and stay in education ... for 
yes, the pay, as well as their passion.

Schools at every level have needed more money 
for a very long time. Fund American schools to 
make the necessary changes for maximum learn-
ing and maximum safety for all. Threats are not 
new to school boards and teachers. But for them to 
come from the most important government offices 
that are supposed to be working on behalf of public 
education is frankly … deplorable.
Tulsa resident Dr. Kara Gae Wilson-Neal is a retired 
teacher, principal, and superintendent who was 
inducted into the Oklahoma Educator’s Hall of Fame 
in 2015.
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The Case To Save
My Former Student’s Life

BY JOHN THOMPSON

I just watched the rebroadcast of ABC’s 20/20 
documentary The Last Defense about my former 
student, Julius Jones, who is on death row even 
though he’s probably innocent. It was an abridged 
version that left time to update the case’s develop-
ments over the last two years.

It refuted the claims at a recent press conference 
by Oklahoma Attorney General Mike Hunter that the 
evidence still says that Jones murdered Paul Howell 
in front of his children, while carjacking his Subur-
ban. [I also appeared in the documentary.]

As I will explain, there is no hard evidence that 
Jones committed the crime, and there is plenty of 
evidence that my other former student, Chris “West-
side” Jordan shot Mr. Howell. Closing a documen-
tary that revealed glaring miscarriages of justice, the 
producer, Scott Budrick says, “I don’t think there is 
anyone … who can say Julius Jones received a fair 
trial.”

The criminal justice system has always been torn 
between the ideal that the defendant is “innocent 
until proven guilty,” and the prosecutors’ real world 
commitment to winning. Individual district attor-
neys operate in a system where 90% or more of 
cases must be settled with a plea bargain. If fairness 
was the overriding principle, too many defendants 
would go to trial and the system would be over-
whelmed.

The juxtaposition of AG Hunter’s attack on the 
“Justice for Julius” movement and The Last De-
fense, with the outrages revealed in the documenta-
ry, leads me back to the belief that district attorneys 
like the late “Cowboy Bob” Macy are a huge problem. 
The even bigger problem isn’t the individual pros-
ecutors, but how the system creates a law enforce-
ment culture where winning is the priority.

For instance, AG Hunter has been very effective in 
presenting the case, as it existed in 2002, against 
Jones. There is nothing wrong with Hunter visit-
ing with the Howell family and, like the defendants 
repeatedly have, saying that the family’s suffering 
must be acknowledged. And trial attorneys routinely 
cross that line with emotional arguments personal-
izing the case, as opposed to presenting evidence in 
a balanced manner.

However, Hunter went too far when he told the 
press conference, “I’m here today as an advocate for 
the late Paul Howell and his family … They are the 
victims in this case, make no mistake about it, and 

the pain of their loss is revisited with each misguid-
ed public appeal on Mr. Jones’ behalf.”

Then Hunter skillfully repeated the evidence that 
was presented to the jury and subsequent appeals 
judges. 

As the defense acknowledged, if that was all that 
was known about the horrific murder, a guilty ver-
dict would be understandable. The problem is that 
the attorney general, being a loyal team member, 
ignores the large body of evidence that has been dis-
covered and compiled over the last decade.

Moreover, Hunter released the trial transcript, but 
he didn’t seek to release the evidence which mat-
tered the most: the prosecution’s trial record file.

And that leads to the reason why Jones is on 
Death Row. The high-profile investigation was guid-
ed by two police informants, who were both facing 
long sentences for other crimes.

The experienced prosecutors skillfully appealed to 
the jurors’ emotions. I doubt the district attorney’s 
office was surprised to hear the jury foreman tell 
20/20 that, in a case like that one, you “go with your 
heart more than anything else.” The juror trusted 
“what you felt in your gut.” When delivering the ver-
dict, the juror “felt right.”

Jones and his attorneys had always admitted that 
he had not been perfect, and he had committed non-
violent offences. But Hunter said that Jones’ “crimi-
nal history was replete with the use and threat of 
violence: armed robbery, carjackings, assault.”

Jones had not been charged with such crimes, and 
the DA never proved these cases against Jones in 
court. 

Instead, they were brought up in the sentencing 
phase where the state can simply say that Jones 
did this, he did that, without proof. This is because 
such claims do not need to have been proven. It is a 
typical tactic that prosecutors use to frighten juries 
into imposing the death penalty.

If the state had the evidence of violent offenses, 
the defense asks, why didn’t it file charges back in 
1999? Twenty-one years later the AG is throwing 
this out there, trying to make it stick. 

The state eventually agreed to a DNA test of a 
bandanna that was found wrapped around the ap-
parent murder weapon in the Jones’ family home. 
AG Hunter argues that “the major component of the 
DNA profile matched Jones.”

 But Dr. Eli Shapiro did a more complete and nu-
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anced analysis. Seven of the 21 genetic markers 
were found to be consistent with Jones’ DNA. The 
Jones defense notes that the finding doesn’t “con-
stitute a match under law enforcement standards.”

Moreover, no saliva DNA was found on the bandan-
na, as would be expected after the gunman shouted 
into it as the eyewitness testified to at trial.

The biggest problem with the state’s claim is that 
Jordan came by the Jones’ house the day after the 
murder, said he was locked out of his grandmother’s 
house, and spent the night sleeping upstairs where 
he could have easily planted the bandanna and the 
gun. 

And when the police searched the Jones’ house, 
Jordan was in a police car outside, so he could di-
rect them toward the evidence.

In other words, had all of this DNA evidence been 
presented at trial, it would not have incriminated 
Jones in a trial where he was considered “innocent 
until proven guilty.”

The Last Defense includes statements by his pub-
lic defender, who was inexperienced in murder trials 
and who acknowledged that he did a “terrible job” 
of cross-examining Chris Jordan, who repeatedly 
contradicted himself when fingering Julius as the 
murderer.

The jury did not hear statements by two inmates 
who said that co-defendant Jordan bragged about 
the killing and the deal he made to get out of prison 
in 15 years. 

Jordon, in fact, was released 15 years into his 30-
year sentence.

Neither did the defense attorney call Jones’ family 
to the stand even though they would have testified 
that he was visiting their home until about 9:30, the 
time when the murder was committed in Edmond. 
His current attorneys explain:

Julius’s trial lawyers claim in sworn affidavits in 
2004 that they delegated the investigation of the 
alibi to an investigator who was untrained and un-
qualified. This investigator never provided written or 
taped notes of his supposed alibi investigation.

Neither did the Jones defense do an adequate job 
of distinguishing between Jones, who was photo-
graphed just before and just after the murder with 
close-cropped hair. 

The witness, Megan Tobey, testified that the shoot-
er had “a half an inch to an inch” of hair sticking 
out of the bandanna. This is crucial because Jones 
had close-cropped hair that didn’t fit such a descrip-
tion.

Hunter indicates that the defense claimed that the 
witness said the shooter had “cornrows.” But she 
did not testify, as the AG’s statement misrepresents, 
that the shooter had braids or cornrows.

Moreover, the defense attorney did not stress the 
point of how important Tobey’s testimony was in 
terms of incriminating Jordan, not Jones. 

Finally, at least one juror heard a fellow juror say, 
“Well, they should just take that n----- out back, 

shoot him and bury him under the jail.” The juror 
told the judge about the comments the following 
day, but the juror was not removed, supposedly 
because the judge was not told that the N-word was 
used.

As I rethink the Julius Jones case, and the district 
attorney’s response, I recall the 1980s when I was a 
legal historian and when violence in Oklahoma City 
was so much worse than we could imagine today. 
Back then, I was one of many who was cautiously 
optimistic when Bob Macy took office.

My research had focused on Oklahoma County 
from the 1960s to the 1990s. Clearly, the War on 
Drugs undermined the progress that I had wit-
nessed. 

Despite my intense involvement with the inner 
city, and seeing many abuses of power, it never oc-
curred to me that law enforcement in 1999 could 
resemble the brutality of 1969.

I’m now shocked that today’s prosecutors, who 
in my experience want to distance themselves from 
the corrupt violence of Jim Crow Oklahoma, are still 
refusing to break with the system of the past which 
deprived Julius Jones of a fair trial. 

During either era, however, the publicity that ac-
companies capital crimes means that death penalty 
cases bring out the worst in the system. But this is 
not 1999 or 2002 when Jones faced trial.

We now know far more about the facts regarding 
that horrible murder and biased prosecution. Be-
cause of longstanding practices and the 1980s and 
1990s “reforms,” designed to get tougher on crime 
by undermining defendants’ rights, no jurors – and 
few or no judges – have looked at the whole story.

Julius Jones’ life now depends on the Pardon 
and Parole Board and the governor, and whether a 
majority will commit to justice for Julius, taking a 
step toward a criminal justice system worthy of our 
democracy.
John Thompson is an award-winning historian who 
became an inner-Oklahoma City teacher after the 
“Hoova” set of the Crips took over his neighborhood 
and he became attached to the kids in the drug 
houses. Now retired, he is the author of A Teacher’s 
Tale: Learning, Loving, and Listening to Our Kids.
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Why Are Those Unmasked Men, Women
And Children Trying To Kill Us

... And Themselves?
BY CAL HOBSON

Let me count the ways while we also count the 
dead.

As I write this column, over 147,000 of our fellow 
citizens have succumbed to the COVID-19 virus. At 
first, way back in February, the infection took most-
ly the elderly and those with underlying health chal-
lenges. Hotspots were cities where travelers from 
overseas arrived, notably New York where weary 
folks have appeared for centuries. Then, inexorably, 
the cruel coronavirus spread across our country.

Italy, Spain, China, Brazil, Mexico, Hong Kong and 
others – each took its turn in dealing with the explo-
sion of the nightmare, the worst pandemic since the 
Spanish flu of 1918. 

On a personal note my great grandfather, then a 
doctor in Lexington since the Land Run of 1889, was 
a major in the Army Medical Corp during World War 
I and his letters home during that era are filled with 
references to “flu” that killed so many of his fellow 
patriots in uniform. 
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Attached photos showed wards with hundreds of 
the suffering and their caregivers but all had one 
thing in common – masks covering their mouths – 
which brings us to the main point of this column.

Masks, the newest dirty word in America for some 
has been politicized by President Donald Trump, and 
many of his minions at the state and local levels, to 
the point that one would think it is as complicated 
as donning armor for battle in the 16th century. 
However, for most of us today, we’re only venturing 
out for a loaf of bread from Walmart.

Even more bizarre are some of the reasons given 
by our otherwise sensible and sane neighbors for 
failing to mask up even though the proof is over-
whelming that doing so would help save lives now 
and in the future. So overwhelming, actually, that 
the N-95 version protects its wearers from 95% of 
small yet still deadly particles. Let’s examine togeth-
er some of those excuses.

1. First – and craziest – it’s unconstitutional to 
make me wear a mask. 

OK ... so an infringement perhaps of one’s free-
doms guaranteed by the best legal document ever 
drafted?

Sorry, a comment or guidance about masks can-
not be found there nor in any of the amendments 
thereto. This most often used justification for going 
mask-less to CVS is especially nonsensical when 
aligned against the greater good of the general pub-
lic. 

If asked, does anybody really think the United 
States Supreme Court would uphold this flimsy fool-
ishness for endangering everybody else within six 
feet or so? Of course not. Let’s call this Strike One.

2. Masks are uncomfortable and the strings hurt 
my ears. Sorry, not a winner either. Seat belts are 
often a bit tight, restrictive and bothersome. Courts 
have ruled many times they are also legal. Therefore, 
Strike Two.

3. Masks make it harder for me to breathe. Try 20 
days in ICU on a ventilator, and if you really have 
health problems so severe that wearing a mask 
imperils your life, get a doctor’s note to excuse you 
from the requirement. They are available. Strike 2.5.  

4. I don’t like how I look with one of those silly 
things on. Fair enough, and a pretty good reason for 
endangering the rest of us. 

Solution for the younger set: Have your granny 
make you a designer mask, all prettied up with flow-
ers, guns or your favorite candidate for office. Strike 
out.  

5. My parents don’t believe in vaccinations so I 
was home schooled and have never been sick a day 
in my life. Anyway, the president said 99% of folks 
who get COVID-19 breeze right through it so why 
inconvenience me, me and me? Because maskless 
you kill, kill, kill.

So here we sit, fellow Americans, with the stron-
gest economy in the world; the greatest military 
power in history; a democracy 200-plus years 

strong; religious and speech freedoms protected by 
a constitution that is the unmatched marvel of the 
minds of our founding fathers. And yet we are also 
spoiled, behaving like petulant teenagers who, as 
Frosty Troy would say, know the price of everything 
but the value of nothing.

Millions marched in multiple cities for weeks after 
the murder of George Floyd, so gruesomely videoed 
for over eight minutes. That seminal tragedy, con-
centrating our attention after 400 years of trying to 
decide if Black lives really do matter, may finally 
create a more perfect union for all in America.

At the same time many others – led by mindless 
leaders of federal, state and local governments – 
prove they value no lives even their own through 
behavior just as deadly as that white man’s knee on 
Floyd’s neck.

The purchase of a sack of apples, an afternoon 
at the beach, the expressive retelling of an old joke 
over scotch and water at Blue’s Bar, the hugging of 
granny at the family gathering on the Fourth of July, 
all potentially as deadly as a judge signing the mur-
derer’s death sentence, only more gruesome than 
just an eventual injection in the criminal’s vein.

South Korea and the United States each recorded 
their first coronavirus death early in March. As of 
July 25, the death count within our Asian ally’s 
borders is 295, ours approaching 150,000 and now 
growing again at over 1,000 per day. Zero recorded 
July 24 on the southern half of the Korean penin-
sula.

They mandatorily have worn masks, physically 
separate, do not party without severe consequences 
and do not experience the horror of refrigerated 
trucks outside hospitals and burials without mourn-
ers.

Americans fought to create this country against a 
more powerful nation 244 years ago; defeated se-
cessionists 159 years ago; twice defeated Germany; 
Japan once; and tyrants too many times to list – but 
we seem defenseless against our own instincts of 
selfishness, carelessness and incompetence.

Yes, a vaccination is coming in months or years 
that many will take and millions will reject with only 
mixed results being the outcome.

This is so tiresome, foolish, unnecessary and 
deadly. At least that is what my great grandfather, 
Dr. Robert E. Lee Thacker, said 102 years about 
otherwise healthy soldiers who feared the Germans, 
were terrified by the deadly gas used in the trench-
es, the firepower of machine guns and the noise of 
iron monsters ... tanks. But as for the even deadlier, 
unseen, unheard, un-smelled and often unknown 
Spanish flu – hey – it will go away as the tempera-
tures warm up.

I think I have heard that from someone else re-
cently.
Cal Hobson, a Lexington Democrat, served in the 
Oklahoma Legislature from 1978-2006, including 
one term as Senate President Pro Tempore.
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PUBLIC FORUM

Law And Justice
BY SHARON MARTIN

I don’t follow the president on Twitter, but I have 
a friend who does. Every time the president tweets 
Law and Order, he responds with his own slogan: 
Biscuits and Gravy! Laverne and Shirley! He sees the 
president’s Tweet for what it is, a dog whistle that 
sets his base to barking up the wrong tree.

Attacking mostly peaceful protestors with a private 
army isn’t law and order; it’s unconstitutional.

Applying different rules to cities and states with 
Democrats at the helm is the act of an administra-
tion that doesn’t believe in democracy.

Legislators who go along with this nonsense 
wouldn’t be so tough on nonviolent offenders and 
people with mental health issues, including addic-
tion, if the rules that applied to the disenfranchised 
applied to them.

Law, whether secular or religious, is a means of 
control. We need laws, but we also need a fair sys-
tem. Justice for some isn’t justice. Just laws apply 

equally to every citizen, from the president of the 
United States to the homeless schizophrenic.

Ask Roger Stone and Michael Flynn if the laws ap-
ply equally to every citizen. Ask the family of Phi-
lando Castile.

As the holder of a conceal carry license, Castile 
told the officer who pulled him over that he was car-
rying, as he was required to do under the law. The 
officer panicked, and shot him. Following the law 
didn’t keep Castile safe.

How do we respond to the inequalities in our legal 
system? 

First, we have to admit there is a problem. It’s a 
fact that the U.S. legal system favors the moneyed, 
the powerful, and those with white skin!

Attacking the police isn’t the answer. Most who 
choose this difficult job do so to protect and serve. 
Militarizing police departments isn’t in their best 
interest any more than it is in ours.



•   AUGUST 202022

Law enforcement also attracts those attracted to 
violence and those who need to exert power. It is 
necessary to root out police officers who don’t value 
the lives of the citizens they serve.

We also have to ask if it is the job of the police to 
address mental health issues. In cities like Camden, 
NJ, addressing mental health calls with unarmed, 
well-trained mental health professionals has re-
duced the number of jail sentences and unnecessary 
deaths. It protects the lives of the mentally unstable, 
but it also protects the lives of police officers.

Forget catchy phrases. We don’t want to do to 
police departments what we’ve done to schools. We 
depend on them, but we need them to focus on pro-
tecting and serving. Leave the social work to trained 
social workers. Root out racism and racial bias. 
Identify the power trippers.

There’s a lot of work to be done.
Oilton author, essayist and poet Sharon Martin’s 
latest book is I’ve Got the Blues: Looking for Justice 
in a Red State. Her previous books include Not A 
Prodigal and Froggy Bottom Blues.

Living The Dream
BY PAUL CARTLEDGE

We are living the dream if you are a hardcore Re-
publican/Libertarian. The disparity in wealth is more 
pronounced than ever in recorded history. We are 
witnessing the wanton destruction of government 
at federal and state levels.  We have a POTUS who 
blatantly refuses to involve the federal government 
in the fight against this horrific global pandemic and 
who purposely neutered and/or defunded govern-
ment efforts to help predict trace and combat pan-
demics.

The pandemic is a clear and present danger to our 
lives and the global economy. The existential threat 
to human life on earth is global warming.  Instead 
of leading the world effort to erect stopgap barriers 
to global warming, POTUS has disengaged America 
from the fight and all the while is destroying federal 
agencies charged with enforcing hard-won indus-
trial regulations to control pollution of the air we 
breathe, the water we drink, and the earth we grow 
our food in.

Back in the 1970’s the petroleum-producing 
countries invoked the law of supply and demand to 
get a price increase for their product. Long lines at 
the gas pump threw Americans into a panic mode. 
Politicians from that point forward campaigned on 
the pledge to help free America from dependence on 
foreign oil without proposing any specific strategy to 
accomplish that goal.

There was a brief entrepreneurial skirmish into 
renewable energy – wind and solar – but that effort 
gained no government support. The government 
chose instead to provide massive subsidies to petro-
leum companies.

Petroleum company scientists at about this same 
time began to point out that the massive burning 
of fossil fuels was charging the atmosphere with 
carbon that could create a hot-house effect and lead 
to global warming. The scientists were silenced and 
directed to spend their efforts on perfecting meth-
ods of exploration and extraction.

When it was determined that fracking could acti-
vate huge oil deposits trapped in shale, the federal 

and state governments green-lighted fracking and 
quickly slapped together laws to prohibit local gov-
ernments from taking measures to protect the lives 
and properties of their citizens from highly destruc-
tive fracking. It wasn’t long until oil company oli-
garchs and their political stooges began to proclaim 
the U.S. as the most oil rich country on earth.

Our “friends,” the Saudis, had a different idea. 
Oil trades on a global market where prices are still 
somewhat determined by supply and demand. A 
price of around $60 a barrel is necessary in order to 
profitably produce oil by fracking. The Saudis are 
sitting on top of huge reserves that are readily avail-
able without fracking. A series of events manipulat-
ed by the Saudis has resulted in a global “price war” 
for oil that led to oil commodities trading at negative 
prices per barrel. U.S. oil production is basically at 
a standstill, resulting in huge losses for financial 
backers of fracking.

The global battles over oil riches is being waged 
to determine which billionaires will further enrich 
themselves while putting the screws to earth’s atmo-
sphere.  It is mind boggling when you consider that 
a human population of more than 7.5 billion souls 
is helpless to stop a handful of petroleum oligarchs 
from destroying the atmosphere that supports hu-
man existence.

What motivates POTUS and the Republican Party 
to revel in this deadly chaos?

History has shown us that the very wealthy benefit 
greatly from catastrophic events that destroy the 
national economies and wreak havoc on the social 
order. Businesses by the score and, indeed, entire 
industries are bought up for nickels on the dollar 
when economic paralysis causes the founders and 
current owners of these enterprises to fold their 
tents. 

Of course, wealthy scavengers employ the talent 
to predict which of these enterprises will have the 
greatest potential for growth and profitability on the 
recovery side.

When I ask myself how we got into this unholy 
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mess, I have but to look in the mirror. At 78 I am 
part of the generation whose political apathy has 
wrought global warming, the rise of plutocracy/fas-
cism, and a grand finale in an out-of-control pan-
demic.

Those of us in our generation who even bother to 
vote have routinely elected and failed to hold ac-
countable politicians in both parties who began 
lining their pockets with lobbyists’ cash before they 
warmed the seat of their newly won prize.

Even when you consider the six-figure salary and 

variety of perks we hand out to our federal office 
holders, it’s not enough to explain how so many of 
them become multi-millionaires while in office.

Consumption of alcohol and drugs has long been 
the preferred method of escape from a cruel, con-
fusing and conflicted reality. Smart investors today 
might want to pay more attention to research into 
the functioning of the human brain.

Instant and permanent nirvana might be achiev-
able through various frontal lobe interdictions.
Paul Cartledge lives in Durant.

tournament offered by the firm as part of a package 
that includes two hours of training for top school offi-
cials. He cites a registration form that allows schools 
to pick up the tab and notes articles quoting conser-
vative think tanks the 1889 Institute and Oklahoma 
Council of Public Affairs as raising issues about the 
same events.

• The potential conflict of interest for Ballard, since 
he and his office are prosecuting the criminal cas-
es arising from teacher and staff misconduct. Court 
records show no disclosures from his office about 
whether in his time as an RFR partner he worked with 
attorneys at the firm now representing the O-T school 
or previous employers of any of those facing charges. 

• The multiple roles played by Oklahoma City politi-
cal leaders in school affairs. Tanner was personally 
represented in at least the conclusive executive ses-
sion about this evaluation by state Senator Dewayne 
Pemberton, R-Muskogee, a respected retired school 
administrator and superintendent who chairs the 
Appropriations Subcommittee on Education and is 
a member of the Education and full Appropriations 
committees.

Keith Ballard, the legendary O-T superintendent 
who oversaw complete reconstruction of the campus 
in 1991 between the April 25 tornado and the start of 
school in August before stints as Claremore Schools 
superintendent, a long term as head of the Oklaho-
ma State School Boards Association, Tulsa Public 
Schools superintendent and now a university teach-
er of educational administration, believes there are 
other causes for unrest, including some antipathy to-
ward public schools created by politicians who refer 
to them as “government schools” and religious lead-
ers who are still rankled by court rulings on church-
state separation.

 “Also contributing has been a lack of harmony on 
the part of teacher unions and school administrators. 
I actually saw this coming years ago when I was ex-
ecutive director of the Oklahoma State School Boards 
Association.”

He said he teaches his classes about best practices 
for superintendent/board member communication. 

Equally important is public/school communication
“Communications must be a combination of both 

online and community Forums. Superintendents 
must see public participation as an imperative, not 
an irritant,” Ballard said.

He said he believe critics who say RFR encourages 
stonewalling citizens are not making a fair assess-
ment of the firm, adding, “I have had more interaction 
with RFR than anyone I know, and they expected me 
to communicate.”

Tice recently won re-election by a very narrow mar-
gin, and has moved the last two board meetings to 
the very large auditorium where proper air handling, 
social distancing and plenty of seating are available. 
He is working on other areas.

One major concern is that the community no longer 
has nearly the number of public fun events it once 
did, and many of its key organizations have become 
moribund because new leaders are not stepping in to 
replace those who have served for years and are ready 
for fewer responsibilities.

He also listed Facebook, e-mails and social media 
as activities that offer “instant recognition/gratifica-
tion” but not the substance of in-person interaction.

Right now, the big fight online involves mandatory 
masks and whether school should open while Rogers 
County is a Covid-19 hot spot or remain closed or 
start with online education. The moderator of a local 
social media board has had to warn several times that 
those who abuse others online will lose their post-
ing privileges. What the future will hold is unclear, 
although cute kitten pictures and ads for free items 
still draw lots of response.

The uproar has been intense, recalling to describe 
those most upset with the dystopian lyrics of Bob 
Dylan’s “Desolation Row”: ‘They’re selling postcards 
of the hanging…The Titanic sails at Dawn…Every-
body’s asking, ‘Which side are you on??’”

School supporters still believe in the medicinal 
power of Mustang Magic.
John M. Wylie II is former editor/publisher of the 
Oologah Lake-Leader and a member of the Oklaho-
ma Journalism Hall of Fame.

Oologah-Talala
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 15
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It’s Not Always Good To Be No. 1 
Or Even Top 10 During Pandemic

BY JAN NEW

What in the world could retail giant Amazon 
have to do with 14th century Italy and an 
earlier pandemic, the Black Death?

A classic of world literature, written in 
the vernacular rather than Latin, The Decameron, is 
a book of 100 novellas or short stories, completed in 
1352 by Italian author Giovanni Boccaccio, an early 
chronicler of the bubonic plague or Black Death.

Amazingly, in March 2020, Town & Country Maga-
zine reported The Decameron was trending on Twit-
ter and was No. 1 on Amazon’s list of Best Sellers in 
Italian Literature.

Just as COVID-19 has devastated Italy in 2020, so 
the earlier plague, caused by the fleas from infested 
rats in the cargo holds of mercantile vessels, eventu-

ally devastated the Italian population and the rest of 
Europe. By estimates appearing in a 2017 issue of 
Anthropological Science, as much as 60% of Italy’s 
population died and a third or more of the population 
of Europe during the Black Death – still considered 
the deadliest pandemic in recorded history.  

The Decameron is a fictional account of 10 people 
who left Florence to self-quarantine in a country villa 
outside the city. Hoping to escape plague-infested 
Florence, each told a story every day for 10 days with 
tales ranging from the comic to tragic –sacred to sec-
ular, and sexual to scatological.

Boccaccio entertained his readers with his collec-
tion of stories from ancient and contemporary sourc-
es, dating from 5th century BC Histories of Herodo-
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tus to late 13th century AD French fables. 
It was OK for Bocaccio to be No.1 in the 14th cen-

tury – and even better to trend No.1 on Twitter today 
and in any category of Amazon purchasing.

But No. 1 is not always great – not now and not in 
Oklahoma. 

HOW COULD NO. 1 NOT BE GREAT?
After nearly five decades of following health out-

comes for Oklahomans, it seems that Oklahoma is 
still No. 1 in heart disease mortality. In fact, for the 
other nine leading causes of death identified in a 
2019 report of the National Center for Health Statis-
tics, Oklahoma is within the top 10 states for can-
cer [No. 4], lower respiratory disease [No. 2], diabetes 
[No. 4], and chronic liver disease [No. 5].

Similar 2019 rankings by the United Health Foun-
dation and the American Public Health Association 
place Oklahoma fifth from the bottom in scoring less 
than the overall United States values for 10 health 
conditions.  

One or more of the above conditions in the pres-
ence of COVID-19 [referred to as “comorbidities”] 
puts people at increased risk of severe illness from 
COVID, potentially even premature death. Though 
Chinese scientists reported this finding in the March 
issues of the British and European Respiratory Jour-
nals, the CDC has now revised their online Corona-
virus bulletin entitled “People with Certain Medical 
Conditions” as of July 17 to reflect these findings 
and to provide guidance based upon these comorbid 
medical conditions.

HOW IS OMRF INVOLVED?
The Oklahoma Medical Research Foundation 

[OMRF], founded nearly 75 years ago and starting 
with just a couple of employees, now has more than 
400 staff and annual expenditures of approximately 
$81 million. Nearly 70% of its annual revenues comes 
from grants and contributions used to fund research 
and clinic operations. Ongoing research includes 
specific areas of cancer, heart disease, autoimmune 
diseases, and diseases associated with aging.

Over the intervening years OMRF’s discoveries have 
resulted in treatments and life-enhancing drugs for 
Oklahomans and others around the world. Weekly 
columns in the Oklahoman are written by Dr. Ste-
phen Prescott, OMRF president, who provides us with 
a better understanding of the current pandemic – how 
it has surged, what antibody testing means, and the 
importance of wearing masks.

He and his organization are a true North Star in 
Oklahoma.

It is not surprising that with Oklahoma’s health sta-
tistics, Dr. Anthony Fauci’s organization, the Nation-
al Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases has 
selected OMRF for a two-year $1.75 million study of 
how the immune system’s response to the coronavi-
rus varies among different ethnic groups. OMRF sci-
entists will analyze blood samples from volunteers 
who have been exposed to the virus to determine why 
some are more likely to experience a severe response.

With a higher risk for comorbidities, discussed pre-
viously, Oklahoma volunteers may help to discover 
specifically why and how COVID-19 is more threat-
ening to those with heart disease, diabetes, obesity, 
high blood pressure and other co-occurring condi-
tions.

ANOTHER COMORBIDITY FACTOR
The U.S. Census 

Bureau published 
a recent graphic 
of the uninsured 
rates across the 
U.S. Regardless of 
recent voter ap-
proval of Medicaid 
Expansion, it will 
be another year 
before the Okla-
homa Legislature 
passes match-
funding and the 
Oklahoma Health 
Care Authority 
will be able to be-
gin qualifying an 
estimated 200,000 
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low-income Oklahomans for these health care ben-
efits.

In the near term, failure to adopt an earlier expan-
sion of Medicaid will likely expose many otherwise 
eligible Oklahomans to greater risk for severe illness 
and lingering complications from COVID-19.

IS A COVID-19 VACCINE NEAR, how effective will 
be be, and is Oklahoma participating?Simultaneously, 
a research lab at the University of Oklahoma is work-
ing on a vaccine for COVID-19 using a different ap-
proach from those being used by Oxford/AstraZenca 
or Pfizer and Moderna. The ongoing clinical trials 
of the Oxford vaccine indicate that it may be ‘safe’ 
though not completely without side effects.

Still scientists caution over-optimism in either the 
timetable for widespread vaccine availability or level 
of efficacy. Some researchers at Oxford have indicat-
ed that an efficacy of 50% or less may yet be an im-
portant game-changer if it reduces hospitalizations.

In a July 22 CBSN interview with Norah O’Donnell, 
Bill Gates, whose foundation has now pledged more 

than $350 million to boost research 
for COVID-19 [diagnostics, therapeu-
tics and vaccines], clearly stated that 
it is too early to know if the vaccines 
under development will be preven-
tive or mitigative. He, like others, also 
believes vaccine availability is 12-18 
months away.

WHY IS FUNDING FOR CONTACT 
contact tracing and diagnostic testing 
so controversial and will it be includ-
ed in the next coronavirus relief bill?

In Bocaccio’s day, the Black Death 
was a perfect storm for northern Italy 
and the rest of Europe. While scien-
tific discoveries and exploration were 
not unknown to medieval Europe, it 
would be another 500 years before 
French scientist Louis Pasteur pub-
lished his germ theory of disease. It 
would be 600 years from Boccaccio 
to the discovery of streptomycin – the 
drug of choice to treat bubonic plague.

Today, we have a greater under-
standing of bacteria and viruses – but 
it’s far from complete. What we have 
been learning from worldwide experi-

ence with the coronavirus pandemic is that distance 
matters. 

Face coverings and other protections matter – along 
with hand washing, disinfection of equipment and 
surfaces, and other prophylaxis. Medical profession-
als and scientists are generally in agreement about 
the efficacy of testing and contact tracing, as well as 
vaccine development. Yet, some in leadership posi-
tions and some of the American pubic still oppose 
one or more of these approaches to controlling the 
spread of COVID-19. 

Even as this article is completed, opposing posi-
tions are being played out dramatically in Congress 
where the House of Representatives has already 
passed a second 800-page coronavirus relief bill that 
includes additional funds for individuals, states, and 
municipalities as well as contact tracing, and devel-
opment of diagnostic testing, therapeutic treatments, 
and vaccines.

Compromise may be near as benefits from the first 
CARES Act expire, but Senate Majority Leader Mitch 
McConnell opposes legislation without COVID-19 li-
ability protection for businesses.

Additionally, and until now, the president has op-
posed further funding for the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention and more specifically for test-
ing and contact tracing. 

It matters that you vote; who you vote for; and now, 
especially, what they do with your vote. Let them 
know what you think; they can’t read your mind.
Jan New is a retired public administrator for munici-
pal, state, and federal programs, private industry, 
and trade association program development.
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Who Is Vulnerable?
BY ANN DAPICE

As U.S. outbreaks surge, a new study shows 
that 40% of people who have died with COV-
ID-19 had diabetes [Terhune et al, 7.24.2020, 
Reuters]. Mortality rates have been increas-

ing in the U.S. from diabetes and are already greater 
than in most industrialized nations.

Elbert Huang, director of University of Chicago’s 
Center for Chronic Disease Research and Policy, 
says diabetes had already been called a “slow moving 
pandemic.” The Centers for Disease Control [2020] 
shows the prevalence of diabetes is highest among 
American Indians/Alaska Natives [14.7%], Hispanics 
[12.5%], non-Hispanic Blacks [11.7%], and non-His-
panic whites [7.5%].

American Indians, Latinos and Blacks have suf-
fered from COVID-19 in the same disproportionate 
numbers.

Previous experiences with the SARS coronavirus, 
the H1N1 flu epidemic and MERS provided warning 
of the large numbers of diabetics who required in-
tensive care or died. However, experiences with CO-
VID-19 have included unexpected complications that 
have lasted longer and infected more people than in 
earlier coronavirus epidemics.

In examining the connection between diabetes and 
the coronavirus, researchers have discovered vulner-
abilities as it affects the heart, lung and kidneys – 
often already weakened in diabetics. Vulnerabilities 
can be traced to high blood sugar that weakens the 
immune system. Importantly, COVID-19 can grow vig-
orously in high blood sugar environment and may 
cause new cases of diabetes. 

Patient control of diabetes during the pandemic has 
been difficult due to the disruption in normal rou-
tines that all of us have suffered. Physician appoint-
ments may be canceled due to quarantines and medi-
cal office policy that attempts to reduce exposure to 
the virus. Loss of jobs, medical insurance and the 
high cost of insulin have added to the challenges.

Patients whose diabetes was controlled have never-
theless had severe and deadly result. Younger diabet-
ics have died in their 30s and 40s.

The pandemic numbers have been highest in what 
the CDC calls the “diabetes belt” – Alabama, Louisi-
ana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and 
West Virginia. Early in the pandemic, the American 
Diabetes Association asked states to eliminate out-
of-pocket costs for insulin and other diabetic medica-
tions but no state fully complied.

There is a larger back story. There is no question 
that the present circumstances of COVID-19 have be-
come and remain a political battle. However, it is not 
however the only story.

In the American Indian community, the experience 

of reading current Indian Health Service statistics on 
death and disease among Indians is similar to that of 
reading about a Third World country in the news.

Yet, since American Indians are such a small per-
cent of the U.S. population, these numbers are not 
statistically significant for the U.S. as a whole and 
thus are seldom seen.

What is obscure to most people is the relationship 
between these terrible numbers and their causes. 
The effects are the result of complex interactions 
between previously adaptive survival mechanisms, 
pre-Columbian culture and diet, and include past and 
present U.S. policy.

Conquest by Europeans resulted in genocide, 
great poverty and oppression for indigenous peoples 
across the Americas. Until recently, diabetes was 
mainly seen as a problem among Indians north of the 
U.S.-Mexican border. This was true even for tribes di-
vided by the border.

There is a more recent understanding of what hap-
pens to the body and brain during high or chronic lev-
els of stress. The adaptive mechanism known as fight 
or flight that allows people to protect themselves in 
emergency conditions becomes destructive when 
people are not allowed to fight or flee, and when the 
stress becomes chronic.

Cortisol, produced during these times, becomes 
toxic to the body and the brain, impairs immune sys-
tems, increases heart and vascular diseases, and low-
ers resistance to diabetes. In the extreme situation 
of genocide and slavery, stress becomes chronic and 
the levels of cortisol remain elevated.

In times of famine, the ability of the individual to 
“store” fat in the abdomen was critical. In times of 
feast, a greatly expanded array of available and cheap 
foods, the survival mechanism is no longer adaptive 
and results in obesity, diabetics and death.

What are the stressors? For Blacks the principal 
source was slavery providing labor for large-scale cul-
tivation of tobacco. It had previously been used by 
Natives in ceremony only but British and Europeans 
began using it in their daily lives.

Prior to the industrial revolution, millions of Afri-
cans from the slave trade were needed to do the hard-
physical labor required in this agricultural produc-
tion.

The frequent response by the dominant culture to 
the history of conquest and slavery is that it cannot 
be understood contemporaneously. Blacks, Indians 
and Hispanics are told they should “get over it.”

What then are the common factors today that make 
these populations vulnerable to obesity and diabe-
tes? Violence, poverty and racism remain for peoples 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 39
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Remembrance ... Not Reverence
BY JOHN WOOD

More than 300 people gathered at the sit-in 
rally near Bricktown wearing their color-
ful masks to protest one of the world’s 
largest bronze sculptures in mid-July. 

OKC’s Land Run Monument features 45 figures fro-
zen in time as they exploit the opening of Oklahoma 
Territory’s “unassigned land” of 1889.

While the more than $6 million monument depicts 
the harried chaos of horses and wagons fighting for 
“free” land, the mad dash at high noon on the April 
22, 1889 fails to represent a struggle more than 50 
years prior – the “Trail of Tears.” In that sad tale more 
than 10,000 Native Americans from five tribes died in 
multiple forced marches toward Oklahoma Territory.

Brenda Golden, co-founder of Society to Preserve 
Indigenous Rights and Indigenous Treaties [SPIRIT] 

and co-host of the sit-in rally with Black Lives Matter, 
told me this land run monument is really “just run-
ning over my people, our treaty and property rights. It 
was all occupied land not ‘free.’”

Several militia-types at the rally carried weapons 
and white supremist symbols, such as swastikas. 
Golden said in response: “When we got wind there 
would be armed militia, we wanted to be completely 
separate, so we removed ourselves to the back side. 
The militia with their AR-15’s followed us. They were 
there to intimidate us. No doubt about it.”

Similarly, Oklahoma’s Chapter of Black Lives Mat-
ter [BLM] Executive Director Sheri Dickerson, told 
me, “We are standing in solidarity with indigenous 
people in our state.” She said that those who defend 
the Land Run monument are mocking the history, es-
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pecially when they exclude “facts and stories of Na-
tive Americans and the land stolen from them.” For 
her, Dickerson says, “It’s another slap in the face. 
History not being accurate. It’s deliberate and inten-
tional.”

LOST CAUSE NARRATIVE
Likewise, two Confederate monuments were re-

moved from Tahlequah’s Cherokee Nation Capitol 
Square in mid-June. The monuments were placed 
a century ago by the Daughters of the Confederacy. 
Chief Chuck Hoskin Jr. said he wanted the Cherokee 
Nation to tell its own story rather than the Confeder-
ates’ white supremist myth. 

In the wake of the Charleston, SC, church shooting 
in June 2015, several U.S. cities removed Confederate 
monuments on public property. This momentum was 
accelerated by August 2017 after the Unite the Right 
rally in Charlottesville, VA. Protesters from a white 
supremist group called Vangaurd America chanted 
“blood and soil” while marching down the road. This 
phrase is from original German, “Blut und Boden.”

The phrase gained momentum as an anti-Semitic 
chant after Nazi Richard Walther Darré writings dur-
ing the rise of Nazi Germany. This ideology empha-
sized maintaining a pure bloodline by marrying and 
procreating with those of the same ethnic identity. 

Momentum to remove monuments surged again in 
May after George Floyd’s death. The removals were 
driven by the belief that the monuments glorify white 
supremacy and memorialize a treasonous govern-
ment whose founding principle was the perpetuation 
and expansion of slavery.

In Dixie Daughters: The United Daughters of the 
Confederacy and the Preservation of Confederate 
Culture by historian Karen Cox, she followed the his-
tory of the Daughters of the Confederacy [UDC] from 
1894-2000. These elite Southern women were leaders 
in the efforts to memorialize, vindicate and indoctri-
nate the “Lost Cause” through placing these monu-
ments nationwide.

The Confederacy’s “Lost Cause” adherents de-
scribe the Civil War’s cause as “just and heroic,” but 
it’s really an American pseudo-historical, negation-
ist ideology according to the Washington Post’s Paul 
Duggan who wrote an article titled: “The Confederacy 
Was Built on Slavery. How Can So Many Southern 
Whites Think Otherwise?” 

Because of this mythos, as Adam Domby wrote in 
the recent The False Cause: Fraud, Fabrication, and 
White Supremacy In Confederate Memory, the “Lost 
Cause” advanced the idea that slavery was moral and 
just, under the political cover that it brought worth-
while economic prosperity. This ideology perpetuat-
ed racism as well as racist power structures during 
the Jim Crow era in the American South.

These Confederate daughters initially memorial-
ized the dying confederate soldiers three decades af-
ter the war to ensure they wouldn’t be forgotten. But 
by the turn of the 20th Century, they also built hun-
dreds of monuments to vindicate the past. 

The Southern Poverty Law Center’s 2016 report 
“Whose Heritage? Public Symbols of the Confedera-
cy” found that there were more than 1,500 Confeder-
ate place names and other symbols in public spaces, 
both in the South and across the nation. By far, most 
were built in the 20 years after the turn of the 20th 
Century alongside the rise of the Ku Klux Klan in the 
Jim Crow South. 

Oklahoma has 11 monuments and place names be-
yond the two monuments taken down by the Chero-
kee Nation. There are five schools, four of which are 
named after Confederate General Robert E. Lee, with 
Lee Elementary in Tulsa, Durant, Oklahoma City, and 
Pauls Valley. Another school in Stonewall, OK, is 
named Stonewall Elementary. 

There are also four Confederate monuments in Ar-
dmore, Durant, Hugo and Rentiesville. In addition, 
Jackson County and the City of Stonewall itself are 
homages to the Confederacy.

Even with all the media attention, only a few more 
than 60 monuments have fallen this year out of more 
than 700 nationwide, according to The Hill. Just a 
few days after demonstrators attempted to tear down 
an Andrew Jackson statue near the White House, 
President Trump signed an executive order instruct-
ing authorities to prosecute those who damage fed-
eral monuments and statues.

In Dixie Daughters, Cox finds that the UDC, beyond 
building monuments, also wanted to rewrite histo-
ry to perpetuate the antebellum South’s mythology 
through pro-southern textbooks in the region’s pub-
lic schools – certainly integral to their mission of cre-
ating the New South in the image of the Old.

The Confederates built an explicitly “Lost Cause” 
narrative – white-supremacist, pro-slavery, and anti-
democratic nation-state, dedicated to the principle 
that all men are not created equal. UDC members 
specifically aspired to rewrite military defeat and 
transform it into a political and cultural victory keep-
ing “states’ rights” and white supremacy intact.

The “Lost Cause” echoes when militia defend these 
statutes, wrapped in Confederate flags and vicious 
anger. 

Even as the UDC created a New South, BLM and 
groups like SPIRIT are again expanding our notion of 
history through shifting what we think is acceptable 
at protests and elsewhere.

In a news release on UDC’s website, Nelma Crutch-
er, the group’s president general from 2018-20, de-
nounces those who promote racial divisiveness and 
white supremacy, but also says they are saddened by 
the negativity associated with the Confederacy. 

“Our Confederate ancestors were and are Ameri-
cans,” she says. The website says further, “We urge 
all Americans to honor their ancestors’ contributions 
to our country as well. This diversity is what makes 
our nation stronger.” 

And, yet that language is interesting – “diversity” 
is not what the Confederacy protected. It protected 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 47
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A Lasting Tribute To John Lewis
BY CARL P. LEUBSDORF

The last few days have been filled with well-deserved 
tributes to John Lewis, the last of the great Southern 
Black leaders who played major roles in leading the 
civil rights revolution of the 1960s that demolished 
most legal barriers to equality for all Americans.

In due course, the late Georgia congressman and 
civil rights icon will be honored by having his name 
placed on schools and other buildings, perhaps even 
the National Museum of African American History 
and Culture, whose construction he was instrumen-
tal in achieving.

But members of Congress can create a more im-
mediate memorial to Lewis by enacting the House-
passed legislation to restore the key provision that 
the Supreme Court removed from the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act seven years ago.

Lewis’ good friend, House Democratic Whip James 
Clyburn of South Carolina, suggested on NBC’s Meet 
the Press that the House rename the bill for the late 
Georgia congressman and re-pass the measure it 

initially approved last December to put pressure on 
Senate Republicans and President Donald Trump to 
accept it.

Other members of the Congressional Black Caucus 
expressed similar support, but, unfortunately, action 
still seems unlikely until at least next year, pending 
the results of November’s elections.

Since the court’s 2013 decision, mostly Southern 
states from the Carolinas to Texas have taken advan-
tage of the removal of the provision requiring Jus-
tice Department pre-approval of voting law changes to 
make voting harder, not easier.

No action would be more appropriate than restoring 
that authority. After all, the dramatic television pic-
tures of the March 7, 1965, civil rights march across 
the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, AL – at which 
Lewis suffered a fractured skull when beaten by lo-
cal police – was the catalyst for enactment of the vot-
ing law, starting with President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 
speech to Congress just eight days later.
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After presiding over enactment of the landmark 
1964 Civil Rights Act, Johnson was reluctant to seek 
more civil rights legislation before taking advantage 
of the massive Democratic congressional majorities 
[295-140 in the House, 68-32 in the Senate] to pass 
long-pending measures like Medicare and federal aid 
to education. But civil rights leaders like Lewis and 
Martin Luther King forced his hand.

“At times, history and fate meet in a single time in a 
single place to shape a turning point in man’s unend-
ing search for freedom,” the president told lawmakers 
that night. “So it was last week in Selma, Alabama.” 
Urging swift action, he invoked the Civil Rights move-
ment’s iconic theme by vowing at the end, “And we 
shall overcome.”

Less than five months later, Congress passed the 
Voting Rights Act on lopsided bipartisan votes in 
the House and Senate, with most opposition from 
Southern Democrats. King and Lewis were present 
as Johnson signed the historic law on August 6 at 
the U.S. Capitol.

Since then, bipartisan majorities have extended the 
Voting Rights Act several times. But when the Senate 
unanimously added another 25 years in 2006, GOP 
members of the Senate Judiciary Committee signaled 
their support for revising the pre-clearance provision. 
Seven years later, the conservative majority on the 
high court threw it out, urging Congress to update 
the law to reflect the changed voting rights situation.

“Our country has changed,” Chief Justice John 
Roberts said. “While any racial discrimination in vot-
ing is too much, Congress must ensure that the leg-
islation it passes to remedy that problem speaks to 
current conditions.”

But congressional Republicans have shown no in-
terest in doing so. And GOP governors and legislators 
in several states took advantage of the decision to 

enact restrictive measures that might never have re-
ceived Justice Department pre-clearance – certainly 
not in the Obama administration.

Texas immediately implemented its voter ID law, 
which the Justice Department had blocked. The non-
partisan Brennan Center for Justice says that, since 
then, it “has consistently found that states previous-
ly covered by the preclearance requirement have en-
gaged in significant efforts to disenfranchise voters.”

Last December, with Lewis presiding, the House 
Democratic majority elected in 2018 passed the bill 
both restoring and updating the pre-clearance provi-
sion.

It covers nine Southern states plus New York and 
California, where there have been complaints of dis-
crimination against Latinos and Asian Americans.

The bill would also require all states to get federal 
approval of election changes, including voter ID laws, 
changes in registration requirements, and polling 
place closures. Unlike the bipartisan majorities of 
the past, only one House Republican voted for the 
bill, Rep. Brian Fitzpatrick of Pennsylvania. Other Re-
publicans called the bill too broad.

Like most House-passed measures of the past 18 
months, the bill was sidetracked by Senate Major-
ity Leader Mitch McConnell. The White House said 
Trump would veto it.

Despite Lewis’ death, chances are dim that the GOP-
controlled Senate will even consider the bill. But that 
could change next year if Joe Biden wins the presi-
dency and Democrats regain a majority in the Senate.

That would not be too late for Congress to honor 
the memory of one of the nation’s great modern he-
roes by restoring the full Voting Rights Act for which 
he marched on “bloody Sunday” in Selma.
Carl P. Leubsdorf is the former Washington bureau 
chief of The Dallas Morning News.

How To Right 400 Years Of Wrong?
BY KEN NEAL

I doubt that I am alone among white people who 
want Black people to be fully equal and, further-
more, economically successful. And as a white man, 
I readily admit that I am privileged and that I have 
benefitted from the labors of Black men and women 
brought to this country as slaves and kept that way 
during Jim Crow days that survive to this day.

The injustices of recent years have reached the 
boiling point because of numerous Black killings at 
the hands of white police officers. The bald, obvious 
cruelty and disregard for Black life has resulted in 
the largest demonstrations in this country’s history.

Like most white people, I suspect, I never truly un-
derstood the insult and the hurt to Blacks of monu-
ments erected celebrating the South’s “lost cause.” 

Republican Rutherford B. Hayes won election over 
Samuel Tilden in 1876 because Democrats agreed to 
give him the votes he needed in the Electoral Col-
lege in return for removal of federal troops in the 
South.

After that, the South quickly enacted Jim Crow 
laws that virtually reversed the results of the Civil 
War. It was during this period that the statues of 
Southern generals and politicians were erected. The 
generals were by definition traitors to the United 
States of America.

The country has abided this Southern resurgence 
to this day. Indeed, much of today’s politics is 
tainted by officeholders sympathetic to the South-

CONTINUED ON PAGE 35
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Jim Hightower

Health Care Execs
Exceptional Greed

Sometimes I don’t know whether to weep uncon-
trollably, laugh hysterically or just throw up.

I recently did all three when I came across yet 
another outbreak of sickening greed pouring out of 
America’s corporate executive suites during today’s 
raging health crisis. What made this one especially 
nauseating was that the perpetrators are honchos of 
major health care corporations!

Leading this greed brigade is Larry Merlo, CEO of 
our country’s largest drugstore chain, CVS. While 
much of our economy has been shut down by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, this billion-dollar giant has 
customers surging in to get everything from medica-
tions to masks. Yet, in this time of great need, the 
boss and the board of CVS have blithely presided 
over scenes of chaos in many of their stores, which 
have been so severely understaffed that they pose a 
danger to public health.

The chain’s pharmacists tell of frantically scram-
bling to keep up with filling prescriptions, answer-
ing ever-ringing phone inquiries, giving shots and 
COVID tests, stocking toilet paper, tending the 
drive-through, etc. – while also having to meet cease-
less corporate demands for cost cutting and more 
profit. The result has been a dangerous work over-
load, with many pharmacists handling nearly 200 
prescriptions in a nonstop, six-hour shift, about one 
every two minutes.

Unsurprisingly, there’s been an alarming rise in 
serious errors and weeklong delays in providing crit-
ical medications for customers. The New York Times 
reports that one CVS pharmacist has no control over 
staffing, and even the chain’s district leader has no 
power to make changes.

So, not only does the buck stop at the top but so 
does a big chunk of the corporate bucks. While CEO 
Merlo has failed to fund the staff his pharmacies and 
the public clearly need, he has generously funded 
his own needs ... and then some. He paid himself 
$36.5 million last year alone.

Then there is the mountain of interest payments 
and fees that CVS is paying to Wall Street bankers 
and lawyers who engineered Merlo’s monopolistic 
deal to take over the Aetna health insurance giant 
last year.

So, while you’re being underserved at a local CVS, 
just remember that Boss Man Merlo and his merger 
mercenaries are making a killing. How comforting is 
that?

The holy mantra of health professionals was 
coined about 2,500 years ago by the Greek physician 
Hippocrates: “Do no harm.”

Of course, that was before corporate health care 
took charge and a new paramount ethic was en-
graved on America’s big chain hospitals: “Jack up 
profits.” To see it in action, check out the COVID 
money grab and executive greed being exhibited by 
the largest and richest hospital baronies.

A New York Times analysis of the finances of 60 
highly profitable, deep-pocketed giants – such as 
HCA, Tenet, and Providence – revealed that they had 
rushed to the front of the pandemic bailout line this 
spring to pull $15 billion from the government’s 
emergency fund. They pocketed the taxpayers’ 
money despite sitting on tens of billions of dollars 
of their own cash reserves.

But hold your nose, for it gets much stinkier. 
These bailout allotments were supposed to keep 
hospital workers on the job, yet the wealthiest 
chains promptly hit nurses, janitors and other 
crucial frontline staffers with layoffs, pay cuts and 
deadly shortages of protective gear. For example, 
HCA, the behemoth worth $36 billion, snatched a 
billion-dollar taxpayer bailout for itself and then 
demanded that its nurses and low-paid staffers ac-
cept wage freezes, elimination of company pension 
payments and other cuts ... or it would eliminate 
thousands of jobs.

But wait: HCA’s chief exec, Samuel Hazen, sudden-
ly showed solidarity with lowly workers by donating 
$237,000 [two months of his reported $1.4 million 
salary] to a worker support fund. How magnani-
mous! But wait again. Hazen’s generosity is a decep-
tion, not a sacrifice.

The trick is that a CEO’s “salary” is a miniscule 
part of total pay. His annual bonus, stock payouts 
and other compensation raise his actual yearly haul 
to $26 million! So his donation is less than 1% of 
his pay, and he almost certainly will write that off 
his income taxes.
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So we taxpayers [including the nurses and oth-
ers he’s knocking down] not only underwrite his fat 
take-home but also subsidize his face-saving philan-
thropic gimmick.

Meanwhile, having endangered and infuriated 
HCA’s workforce, Hazen has launched “a new line 
of business”: an HCA subsidiary to hire and train 
hospital strikebreakers. To entice scabs, he offers a 
$150 “Show Up” bonus and – get this – a continental 
breakfast!

What we have here is a raging virus of executive-
suite greed doing deeper damage to our society than 
COVID-19 ever could.

© Creators.com

Spinning On
The Donald’s
Money-Go-Round

The Donald is in a funk. He’s been outsmarted by 
an inert virus. His poll numbers are tanking, and 
even his demagogic pep rallies are falling flat.

So, who to turn to for political comfort? Why, of 
course, Trump’s true loyalists: his diehard cadre of 
Washington’s corporate lobbyists.

I don’t merely mean those elites of K-Street and 
Wall Street who dominate his Cabinet, constituting 
the official Trump government of, by, and for corpo-
rate greed. He also has a “kitchen cabinet.” Operat-
ing out of public view, it’s an unofficial collection of 
highly paid influence peddlers who’re still practicing 
the dark art of bending government power to the 
wishes of selfish corporate interests.

Each of them is paid hundreds of thousands of 
dollars a year by brand-name clients – from Amazon 
to Walgreens – to get favors from Trump. In turn, 
these little-known lobbyists have now adopted The 
Donald as their chief client, funneling millions of 
special-interest dollars into his reelection campaign 
with the understanding that he’ll keep channeling 
tax breaks, regulatory exemptions and public dollars 
to the corporate donors.

It’s the Washington money-go-round, merrily cor-
rupting our government.

Who are these no-name corrupters? David Urban 
is one, considered the best-connected corporate 
huckster in the Trump swamp. He’s an old college 
pal of both Pentagon chief Mark Esper and Secretary 
of State Mike Pompeo. Moreover, he’s become such 
a close buddy of Donald himself that he’s known as 
a “Trump Whisperer,” able to work around the furies 
that rage in that strange orange head.

Such cozy ties to the top mean Urban gets his 

calls returned, an invaluable asset for his favor-
seeking clientele, including Raytheon, Goldman 
Sachs, Bayer, Nike and Toyota. They, in turn, have 
made Urban rich, paying the once-obscure lobbyist 
more than $25 million since the Trumpeteers took 
office.

And why wouldn’t they? For example, in 2019 the 
giant weapons maker Raytheon wanted to sell sever-
al billion dollars’ worth of missiles to Saudi Arabia’s 
royal rulers, but there was a congressional ban on 
such sales. No problem: [1] Raytheon enlisted Urban 
as their fixer; [2] he asked his pal Pompeo to meet 
with Raytheon’s CEO; and [3] voila! – the arms dealer 
promptly got a State Department waiver to make the 
sale.

So, Washington lobbyists like Urban are now the 
top strategists and fundraisers for Trump 2020, 
hoping to get another four-year ride on the corrupt 
money-go-round.

During today’s COVID-19 crisis, the PR depart-
ments of every brand-name corporation are running 
slick ads nobly proclaiming: “We’re all in this to-
gether!”

Simultaneously, the corporate lobbying depart-
ments are ignobly using the public’s focus on the 
health crisis as cover for selfishly grabbing govern-
ment favors for the corporation – everyone else be 
damned. And Trump’s totally corporate White House 
has been their corrupt cohort, serving as a front-end 
loader for everything from more corporate tax give-
aways to jiggered labor rules that stiff workers.

One of the grabbiest special interests are well-
off corporate and parochial private schools, where 
students from some of America’s wealthiest families 
get their education. For years, the nonpublic entities 
have been lobbying relentlessly to make taxpayers 
finance their schools, even though the schools are 
not open to all and usually have a narrow ideological 
or religious curriculum – including some extrem-
ist courses teaching that public schools should be 
eliminated.

That extremist nook is where Betsy DeVos re-
sides. She’s a multibillionaire heiress and long-time 
funder of far-right causes. Chosen by Trump to run 
America’s education department, she’s been trying – 
by hook or crook – to run our schools straight into 
private hands ... but with no success. Along came 
the COVID-19 federal relief package, including funds 
to help meet the education needs of low-income stu-
dents in hard-hit public schools.

Hallelujah! shouted DeVos, grabbing the corona-
virus as a way to advance her ideological agenda. 
In May, she issued an edict from on high requiring 
local public school districts to divert millions of 
the relief dollars from their disadvantaged students, 
forcing them to share their allotment with even 
the richest private schools. Astonishingly, Trump’s 
haughty education secretary rationalized her di-
rective as a matter of economic fairness, piously 
informing locals that they must not “discriminate” 
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against the rich.
DeVos’ “share-with-the-rich” dictum can be a bit 

imbalanced. Officials in New Orleans, for example, 
note that under her formula, 77% of its allotment 
would end up in private hands. Luckily, her “order” 
does not have the force of law, and public schools 
are fighting back. For information and action, go to 
the National Coalition for Public Education: NCPE-
coalition.org. – Jim Hightower

Sacrificing People
To Corporate Profit

I think I’ve figured out the real reason President 
Donald Trump refuses to wear a coronavirus mask: 
He realizes that we’d all recognize him as the 
masked robber who has been moving furtively be-
hind the scenes during the pandemic to rig the rules 
against workaday folks in order to further enrich 
corporate elites.

With media attention riveted by COVID-19 body 
counts and political flare-ups over mask wearing, 
Trump & Co. have felt free to monkey-wrench labor 
laws, dynamite environmental regulations, jiggle 
open the locks on corporate profiteering, manipulate 
the tax code and generally burglarize our people’s 
commitment to the Common Good.

It’s like Robin Hood and his Merry Band – only in 
reverse, stealing from the many to give more to the 
rich few.

They’ve even quietly filched the bulk of the govern-
ment’s multitrillion-dollar pandemic recovery pro-
gram, twisting it so severely that it is dramatically 
increasing wealth inequality. While you might have 
received a one-time $1,200 relief check from Wash-
ington, major corporations have actually been given 
the keys to the Federal Reserve’s money-printing 
machine, funneling a long-term giveaway of hun-
dreds of billions of dollars to them.

Also, corporate interests are pocketing untold 
amounts from several little-reported grant programs 

and tax breaks discreetly created just for them. For 
example, mysteriously tucked into Trump’s first 
rescue package was a $135 billion tax giveaway, spe-
cifically designed for such hucksters as giant real 
estate developers. Like whom? Well, Trump himself 
and son-in-law Jared Kushner appear to qualify. 
Just lucky, I guess.

Adding to the peculiarity, this handout has noth-
ing to do with helping America recover economically 
from the pandemic. Rather, it provides retroactive 
tax breaks on deals developers cut long before this 
year’s COVID crash.

So, while millions of workaday families have lost 
jobs, income and their future financial security, 
corporate bosses and billionaires are surreptitiously 
building new channels into the system for looting an 
even greater share of America’s wealth. It’s the cor-
porate version of the old political adage “Never let a 
big crisis go to waste.”

As directed by their big-business funders, top Re-
publican officeholders across the country have been 
defying public health experts in past weeks to rush 
America’s workers back to their jobs. But – oops! – 
the microscopic COVID-19 turns out to be stronger 
than Trump, the governors and all the CEOs com-
bined, so their impetuous back-to-work commands 
have caused the crisis to surge again, hospitalizing 
and killing thousands more Americans.

What to do now? Why, of course, get Congress 
to protect them! Uh ... not workers and customers 
but corporate profits. Thus, the White House, such 
congressional sleazes as Senate Republican leader 
Mitch McConnell and the whole army of Gucci-wear-
ing corporate lobbyists are pushing furiously to pass 
a law decreeing that corporations cannot be held 
liable for their profit-driven actions and negligence 
that sicken and kill untold numbers of Americans.

Crying crocodile tears for those giants guilty of 
intentionally endangering the public, Larry Kud-
low, Trump’s corporate-hugging economic adviser, 
wailed: “You’ve got to give the businesses some 
confidence here that if something happens ... you 
can’t take them out of business. You can’t throw big 
lawsuits at them.”

Gosh, Larry, thanks for your little moral lecture, 
but what about giving workers and our society some 
confidence that “if something happens,” you can’t 
take away their basic human right to pursue justice?

Besides, why shouldn’t We the People hold these 
economic powerhouses legally accountable? If you 
preemptively give a blanket pardon to corporate enti-
ties that cause deadly harm, you’ll give direct finan-
cial incentive to executives to forego investing in 
protective measures for workers and public health.

Indeed, the very fact they’re insisting that the law 
must shield them from people who get hurt is an 
admission that they know the rush to restart their 
profit machine will sicken and kill others.

That’s not just greedy. It’s inhumane. – Jim Hight-
ower

THE OKLAHOMA OBSERVER

Your Passport To Oklahoma’s Most
Progressive, Socially Responsible 

And Intellectual Audience

Advertising rates start as low
as $40 per issue.

Call 405.478.8700 for details.



THE OKLAHOMA OBSERVER   • 35

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 31

Wrong
ern “cause.” Which is a euphemistic way of saying 
slavery or keeping Blacks in subjection. President 
Trump, whose chicanery knows no bounds, is daily 
fueling racial hatred, betting that white people want 
to continue such subjection. More and more white 
people realize the deep damage the subjection of 
Black citizens does to everyone and want to “fix” the 
inequity.

But after the increased awareness, the problem 
that has bedeviled the nation since President Lin-
coln “freed” the slaves remains: How can govern-
ment and society bring a people kept in subjection 
for 400 years to full equality in terms of education, 
economic equality and societal acceptance?

Thoughtful people, Black and white, are gnaw-
ing at this problem. Some talk of “reparation” and 
justice indeed demands that. But what kind? How? 
When? The “when” is easy; now is the time. It is the 
“kind” and “how” that are vexing.

Should every Black person be awarded money? 
If so, who is entitled? Not all Black citizens are 
descendants of slaves; and indeed racial mixing is 
such that not all people who have Black skins are 
truly “Black.” Witness Barack Obama, perhaps the 
best president of our time: He had a white mother 
and was reared by white people. How are “Black” 
citizens similarly situated to be treated?

And, frankly, no amount of money can make up for 
the institutional and societal abuse that has been 
heaped on Blacks. Nothing can make up for the in-
ordinate poverty and the resultant inordinate crime 
that still bedevils many Blacks.

White apologists will quickly note the progress 
of Blacks in all areas during recent years as most 
Jim Crow laws have been repealed and Blacks given 
more and more opportunity. But it is clear there is a 
long way to go before full equality.

Churches have failed abysmally because we are 
never more segregated than on Sunday morning. We 
send missionaries to Blacks “over there,” but ignore 
Black poverty and hunger here at home. Schools are 
perhaps more segregated than ever as white people 
flock to private schools even as they refuse to ad-
equately finance public schools.

And sadly, governmental efforts to bring equal-
ity are not as robust as they should be, and more 
often than not, fuel hatred for government itself. So 
much of the current political divisiveness is because 
the American people have been told for years that 
“government is not a solution; it is the problem.” 
Nice as that sounds as a slogan, the very existence 
of government is, as the Preamble of our Constitu-
tion asserts, to “establish Justice, insure domestic 
tranquility, provide for the common defense, pro-
mote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings 
of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity … ”

First, we must know that government is the tool 
by which we will bring about equality. It was govern-
ment that freed the slaves, it was government that 
finally awoke to the injustice of Jim Crow, and it 
will be government that provides Black people true 
equality.

Having said that, all parties know it won’t hap-
pen overnight. It is, of course, maddening to Black 
people who have heard this for generations. Perhaps 
the current unrest, fueled by police brutality has 
convinced enough citizens of all skin colors to act 
at last.

The tried and true actions are still available. More 
educational opportunity, no discrimination in all 
aspects of society. Knowledge and understanding of 
each other must finally come and the only real tool 
to achieve that is education, education, education.

Not just education of Black people. Perhaps more 
importantly is educating white people to what keep-
ing Black people in subjection costs all of us. Slaves 
built much of this country. We all benefited from 
their labor and the near slavery of Jim Crow days.

Imagine how much Black talent and creativity soci-
ety lost by figuratively keeping the white foot on the 
Black man’s throat. We can’t correct these deep sins 
of the past, but we can at least partially atone by do-
ing as much as possible to advance their progeny.
Ken Neal is former opinion editor of the Tulsa 
World.
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Conspiracism And Trump
BY RANDOLPH M. FEEZELL

If we think historically, so-called conspiracy theo-
ries are nothing new, but their prevalence in our 
contemporary media environment seems more 
pronounced. We are awash in a sea of wild clams 

about all manner of things.
It has been unsurprising, given the context in which 

such claims are made, that the coronavirus pandemic 
has given birth to a number of conspiracy theories 
about the origin and nature of the virus. Anxieties 
and fears are exacerbated by devious attempts to ex-
plain the pandemic: it came from a lab in China; Bill 
Gates is to blame; it’s a Democratic hoax intended to 
steal the presidency from Trump.

Do the research; track down the examples. Some 
conspiracy theories are benign, hardly worth the ef-
fort of critical response and denial.

Did anyone really believe Barack Obama birther 
conspiracies would lead to his downfall, or claims 
about suspicious deaths [Jeffrey Epstein, Vincent 
Foster, Seth Rich, the “Clinton body count,” Joe Scar-

borough’s intern] would lead to anything other than 
heightened suspicions among conspiracy mongers?

Other conspiracy theories are more worrisome: cli-
mate change denial, the link between vaccines and 
autism, wind turbines cause cancer, the Deep State, 
the Trumpist account of the Russia investigation and 
the Ukraine scandal, voter fraud, and … QAnon!

A conspirator is someone actively engaged in a con-
spiracy. A term has been coined to refer to a state of 
mind sympathetic to conspiracy theories: conspira-
cism. I shall call a person who believes in one or more 
conspiracy theories a conspiracist, not a conspirator.

Conspiracism lurks on the fringes of respect-
ability. Yet it now seems more prevalent and 
acceptable because our president, who is 
constantly there, day after miserable day, 

in the glare of the cameras, is the Conspiracist-in-
Chief, an important aspect of the character he em-
bodies – not to be confused with the Divider-in-Chief, 
Commander in Cheat, Tweeter-in-Chief, or The Most 
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Powerful Bullshitter in the World.
We have missed the important connection between 

Trump’s bullshit – his thousands of falsehoods – and 
the extent to which his conspiracism is an essential 
aspect of his pathological narcissism, his unconcern 
with truth, and therefore his danger to democracy.

Many have failed to appreciate Trump as a “product 
of tabloid culture” as one writer puts it. He’s our first 
tabloid president.

Trump: “A lot of people are saying … ” His tabloid 
talk reminds us of the old National Enquirer ad: “In-
quiring minds want to know.” Headline on the cover: 
“Hillary Impregnated by Alien – Has Abortion!” Who 
knew?

Among Trump’s thousands and thousands of false-
hoods, he has spread at least two dozen significant 
conspiracy theories, including his early attention-
getting birther claims about Barack Obama. Many 
people believe Trump, who acts as a conduit for other 
conspiracists; he’s a carrier spreading viral false-
hoods to the credulous.

How does the conspiracist virus spread? 
What vaccines are available? We should 
think about conspiracism.

First, the notion of a “conspiracy theory” 
is used loosely. Many of the claims associated with 
conspiracies don’t rise to the level of generality asso-
ciated with, for example, scientific theories. The the-
ory of evolution or quantum theory or plate tectonics 
explain phenomena in terms of a set or collection of 

deeper hypotheses or principles. Particular facts are 
explained by more general appeals.

On the other hand, if a particular claim associat-
ed with a conspiracy theory is to be taken seriously, 
imagining how it could possibly be true would often 
entail remarkable planning and coordination among 
a wide range of people. In references to “conspiracy 
theories” it may be most charitable to place the em-
phasis on the conspiratorial aspect of the claim rath-
er than its theoretical function.

I take my lead in thinking about conspiracism from 
David Hume, the great 18th century philosopher, 
empiricist and skeptic. In his celebrated and noto-
rious essay, “Of Miracles,” he provides a framework 
for evaluating extraordinary claims. He’s interested 
in reports of events that, if true, would quite literally 
violate the laws of nature: virgin birth, miraculous 
cures, resurrection from death.

What rational principles should be used when de-
ciding whether to believe the testimony of witnesses 
who claim to be acquainted with such extraordinary 
events?

Claims associated with conspiracy theories aren’t 
literally miraculous in the strict sense that Hume de-
fines a miracle, since they don’t violate any natural 
laws. Yet they are, as Hume describes, a miracle, “ex-
traordinary and marvelous,” and they occasion simi-
lar questions because of their antecedent improbabil-
ity.

Conspiracy theories raise central issues in the 
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epistemology of everyday life, because we inevitably 
confront questions, not as a scientist would, but as 
ordinary persons. When can we claim to know? When 
is it reasonable to believe some claims? When are we 
justified in believing? When is it warranted to believe 
in authorities or experts or informants?

Conspiracism is motivated by some features 
of ordinary experience. Usually we believe 
people who tell us something; we assume 
they are telling us the truth. If we don’t make 

this assumption we must think they are typically ly-
ing or deceiving us or they are, more often than not, 
mistaken. We assume honesty in people, not dishon-
esty.

If we use a courtroom analogy, in ordinary life we 
are inclined to believe that a proposition reported by 
someone is innocent until proven guilty. The burden 
of proof in a trial is on the prosecution to show that 
the initial presumption which guides legal proceed-
ings can be overturned. The prosecution proves guilt 
by an appeal to a standard appropriate to the proceed-
ing: preponderance of evidence or beyond a reason-
able doubt. In either case, there is an appeal to the 
weight of evidence.

Two other aspects of everyday experience might ex-
plain the attraction of conspiracism. Things are not 
always as they appear to be. We’re sometimes wrong 
about our interpretation and explanation of events. 
Couldn’t we be systematically in error about some-
thing?

Truth is not defined by consensus; the majority 
view could be wrong. Did Lee Harvey Oswald really 
act alone?

Also, Hume argues that there is, in many people, 
an inclination to believe “the extraordinary and the 
marvelous.” [In class I used to call this the Nation-
al Enquirer syndrome.] Hume says: “The passion of 
surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an 
agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency towards 
the belief of those events from which it derives.”

When your president and other media figures re-
port strange things, and when your presumption is 
that people are usually telling the truth, and when 
you have the sense that things are not always what 
they appear to be, and when your conspiracist beliefs 
reflect the National Enquirer syndrome, no wonder 
conspiracy theories gain a foothold in social life – 
and spread virally through our media.

Yet the very factor that attracts many to con-
spiracy theories, the divergence between the 
ordinary and the extraordinary, is the basis 
for Hume’s criticisms of miracle claims.

His basic epistemological commitments are sound: 
that “experience be our only guide in reasoning con-
cerning matters of fact,” and “A wise man … propor-
tions [the strength of] his belief to the evidence.” As 
in a courtroom, determining guilt or innocence [the 
reasonableness of believing a proposition is true] is 
a matter of appeals to experience and the weight of 
evidence.

Hume argues that in the case of claims about mir-
acles, their status as “violations of laws of nature” 
reverses the ordinary presumption that we should be-
lieve what people tell us. Why?

Because the evidence for a law of nature couldn’t be 
stronger. The law is based on a vast accumulation of 
experiences or else it wouldn’t be considered a natu-
ral law.

Hume says: “A miracle is a violation of the laws of 
nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has 
established these laws, the proof against a miracle, 
from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any ar-
gument from experience can possibly be imagined.”

It’s Hume’s framework, not its explicit application 
to miracle claims, that is important for evaluating 
conspiracism. Hume asks us to weigh competing 
claims: the overall likelihood or unlikelihood that a 
purported fact or set of facts occurred, against the 
probability that a witness reporting the event[s] is 
telling the truth or is mistaken – for whatever rea-
sons might be involved.

From the very nature of the fact being reported, 
whether it’s a miracle or an astounding conspira-
cy theory, we should presume the burden of proof 
shifts, rather dramatically, because the weight of evi-
dence is on the improbability of the claim. Therefore, 
given that someone wants you to believe something 
astounding [QAnon, Bill Gates and the coronavirus], 
the quality of witnesses is crucial for our evaluation 
of the relevant claims.

Hume’s high standards concerning belief in 
miracles can guide our evaluation of conspir-
acists’ claims. He denies there are justified 
miracle claims, “ … attested by a sufficient 

number of men, of such unquestioned good-sense, 
education, and learning, as to secure against us all 
delusion in themselves; of such undoubted integrity, 
as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design 
to deceive others; of such credit and reputation in 
the eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose 
in case of being detected in any falsehood; and at the 
same time attesting facts, performed in such a public 
manner, and in so celebrated a part of the world, as to 
render the detection unavoidable.”

Whereas Hume’s standards may appear to some 
to be unreasonably high when they apply to claims 
about violations of natural law [because of the role of 
miracles in some religious worldviews], they are rea-
sonable as a foundation for evaluating conspiracist 
claims.

Apply Hume’s standards of evaluating testimony 
to Trump’s conspiracist claims: “sufficient number 
of men;” “unquestioned good-sense, education, and 
learning;” “undoubted integrity;” “beyond all suspi-
cion of any design to deceive others.” Have we ever 
had a president who is such a wretched failure in liv-
ing up to Hume’s standards? Or whose intellectual 
deficiencies are so obvious?

Conspiracism is a state of mind that easily enter-

CONTINUED ON PAGE 42
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Pandemic Profiteers
BY ASHLEY CURTIN

As the COVID-19 pandemic leaves millions of 
people unemployed and the country faces a 
deep economic downturn, corporations are 
profiting at an exacerbating rate. Corpora-

tions with already wealthy, white male shareholders 
are expected to bring in $85 billion more in 2020 than 
in previous years.

A new analysis conducted by Oxfam found that 17 
of the top 25 most profitable U.S. corporations, in-
cluding Microsoft, Johnson & Johnson, Facebook, 
Pfizer, and Visa are profiting extraordinarily during 
the pandemic further deepening existing inequali-
ties. With these corporations expected to distribute 
99% of net profits to shareholders, Oxfam is “calling 
for a resurrection of the World War II-era excess prof-
its tax to limit pandemic price-gouging, level the play-
ing field between companies, and raise much needed 
funds for COVID relief and recovery.”

“The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed deep in-
equalities and massive failures in our economic sys-
tem, leaving tens of millions of people in the Unit-
ed States without jobs, devastating public services, 
and bankrupting countless small businesses,” Irit 
Tamir, director of the private sector department at 
Oxfam America, said. “Yet at the same time, thanks 
to a combination of government assistance and pure 
luck, a handful of corporations are raking it in and 
making already rich shareholders even richer.”

Titled, Pandemic Profiteers Exposed, Oxfam’s anal-
ysis exposed the increased inequality in America 
through the pandemic concluding that nine out of ev-
ery 10 dollars of corporate profits are “likely” to fill 
the pockets of White Americans with only 32 cents 
going to Black and Latino communities. The analy-
sis also determined that companies listed on S&P 

Vulnerable
whose once adaptive survival responses now contrib-
ute to disease and death.

In the Hispanic community a variety of stressors 
continue. Many have the same story of conquest as 
part of their history. The majority are poor. To the 
extent that they are considered to be “undocumented 
aliens,” their lives are precarious.

“Black Lives Matter” is the response not only to 
poverty and racism but violence, especially the vid-
eo-documented killing of innocent blacks by law en-
forcement regardless of education and status. The le-
gitimate fear of driving while black and brown is not 
an historical experience but part of daily life. It is not 
new. It is just now being documented by cell phones 
and body cameras.

Native Americans have the highest numbers of 
violence of any group. It is statistically observed as 
caused by Caucasian male against Native male and fe-
male. Present examples now recognized are the large 
numbers of stalking and trafficking of Native Ameri-
can women. Many tribes have their own police but 
tribal police are not allowed to arrest non-Indians.

When violence is perpetrated by non-Indians it is 
up to the Federal government to make any arrests. 
With federal law enforcement in small numbers over 
large geographical areas, such arrests are rare.

Diets have changed radically in recent years and we 
have all been affected. Many factors are involved but 
include pre-packaged snacks, high calorie soda, and 
“all you can eat” buffets. Most important is the evi-
dence that choices of foods were purposely marketed 

and said to be “heart” healthy when there was clear 
documentation to the contrary.

John Yudkin, a British physiologist and nutrition-
ist, the founding professor of the Department of Nu-
trition at Queen Elizabeth College, London wrote sev-
eral books that recommended low carbohydrate diets 
for weight control. 

The best known – Pure, White and Deadly – was 
published in 1972. Meanwhile, the low-fat diets were 
promoted by health professionals and sugars of one 
kind or another were added to foods as tasty substi-
tutes for fats.

We would come to share our diets and fast food res-
taurants with all peoples in the world, resulting in 
levels of obesity and diabetes previously unknown. 
The stresses of poverty, violence and racism combine 
with individual physiological environment for the 
rapidly growing COVID-19 disease and death.

The confusing and contradictory messaging of the 
U.S. officials during this pandemic combines with the 
greed of others, past and present, in a deadly result.
Ann Dapice received a PhD in psychology, sociology 
and philosophy from the University of Pennsylva-
nia. She has taught and/or served as administrator 
at a number of universities teaching courses in the 
social sciences, philosophy and Native American 
Studies. She is Director of Education and Research 
for T.K. Wolf, Inc., a 501(c)(3) American Indian orga-
nization and Founder/Executive Director, Institute of 
Values Inquiry. She served as guest lecturer at the 
World Diabetes Congress in Australia, 2014.
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Books

The Twisted Dynamics
Of America’s ‘Malignantly
Dysfunctional’ First Family
TOO MUCH AND NEVER ENOUGH
How My Famiy Created The World’s Most Dangerous Man
By Mary L. Trump, PhD
Simon and Schuster
240 pages, $28

BY PETER CONRAD

Like America, Donald Trump claims to be 
unique, exceptional, a shining self-creation. 
This book by his estranged niece demolishes 
that myth.

Mary Trump’s ruthless memoir blames their family 
for creating him: she sees it as her patriotic mission 
to “take Donald down,” and she does so by showing 
how derivative and dependent the ultimate self-made 
man has always been.

Trump was bankrolled at first by an indulgent fa-
ther, who paid him to be an idle show-off and proudly 
collected grubby tabloid reports on his antics; nowa-
days he is propped up by tougher, cannier men such 
as Vladimir Putin and Sen. Mitch McConnell, for 
whom he is an easily manipulated stooge.

Sleaze and graft, we here discover, are Trump’s ge-
netic heritage. His grandfather slunk out of Germany 
to avoid military service and made a fortune from 
brothels in Canada. His father was a landlord who 
passed himself off as a property developer to rake in 
government subsidies for schemes that were never 
built. His mother, born to penury in Scotland, re-
mained so meanly thrifty that every week she dressed 
up in her fur stole and drove her pink Cadillac around 
the New York suburbs to collect small change from 
the coin-operated laundry rooms in buildings the 
family owned; her piggy banks were empty tin cans 
that once contained lard.

She remained emotionally absent, preoccupied by 
her ailments, while her husband viewed their male 
offspring as mere off-prints of himself, begotten to 
ensure that the family kept a grip on its spoils.

Raised in such an environment, how could Donald 
Trump not emerge as “a petty, pathetic little man?” 
Never having received affection, he bestows it on 
himself in orgies of preening and boasting; the life 
partners he serially selects seem to have been cho-
sen from a mail-order catalogue. His first wife, Ivana, 
is summed up by Mary as “all flash, arrogance and 
spite,” with a telling “penchant for regifting.” Ivana’s 
ritualised gift-giving is portrayed as an exercise in 
contempt: one Christmas she presents Mary’s mother 
with a luxurious handbag containing a used Kleenex.

Melania is a trophy, destined to occupy a glazed 
niche in a display case. Presiding over a Father’s Day 
meal at Trump Tower, she utters just one word all 
evening. That word, expressing at best a theoretical 
curiosity about the world, is: “Really?”

Throughout the book, Mary’s uncle is not President 
Trump but simply Donald. With casual disrespect, 
she even deprives him of the definite article deployed 
by Ivana who always referred to him as “the Donald.”

Mary’s professional credentials as a psychologist 
entitle her to briskly check off what she calls Don-
ald’s “pathologies,” which include narcissism, soci-
opathy and learning disabilities that may be due to 
the dozen Diet Cokes he daily siphons into himself.

In a startling final condemnation, she charges that 
his “craven need for ‘revenge’” on opponents makes 
him, in his nonchalance about coronavirus in New 
York, responsible for what she calls “mass murder.”

Erotomania can be added to the list of his vices. 
Once at the Mar-a-Lago pool, Donald disgusted Mary 
by sizing up her breasts: “Holy shit,” he remarked, 
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“you’re stacked.” This wicked un-
cle is all slavering id, with no su-
perego to restrain the fingers that 
itch to tweet, to toy with a big red 
nuclear button, or to “grab ’em by 
the pussy.”

I suppose we shouldn’t make 
snobbish fun of Donald’s verbal 
lapses, but it’s enjoyable to hear 
him commission the architect 
Philip Johnson to design a “porta-
co-share” for an Atlantic City clip 
joint. He meant, Mary explains, “a 
porte-cochère, basically a large 
carport.”

Whenever Donald attempted to 
manage an actual business – an 
airline, casino or dodgy univer-
sity – the result was bankruptcy. 
The lies he compulsively tells are 
for Mary another “mode of self-
aggrandizement,” a cover for his 
quaking inadequacy.

Sadly dim-witted, he even had 
to hire a surrogate to take the en-
trance exams for college on his 
behalf. All his life he has “failed 
upwards;” he relies on being “re-
warded for bad behavior,” which 
happened again when the Senate 
blocked his impeachment.

As viewed by Mary, he is an un-
developed human being, who in-
stantly passed from whiny infancy 
to doddery old age, missing out 
the intermediate age of reason and 
responsibility where the rest of us 
spend time.

Nations mistakenly see them-
selves as clans, rather than amal-
gams of individuals bound by a 
social contract. The U.S. began 
by denying tribalism: its found-
ing assertion was made by “we 
the people,” whose equality over-
rode disparities of origin or social 
standing. But the country has lost 
touch with its early ideals, and 
Mary rightly accuses Donald of 
wanting to remake it as “a macro 
version of my malignantly dys-
functional family,” with America’s 
innate optimism warped into a cult 
of “toxic positivity.”

Nor will Donald’s expected drub-
bing in November put an end to the 
menace. He has already Xeroxed a 
zero-talented diminutive of him-
self in the form of Donald Trump 
Jr., the cousin whom Mary, with a 

curled lip, patronizes as “Donny.”
Her narrative begins in 2017 

at the White House, with Donny 
toasting Donald at a birthday party 
for his two elderly aunts. Ignoring 
the guests of honor, the heir ap-
parent instead congratulated vot-
ers who “saw what a great family 

this is, and connected with our 
values.”

Hearing that, Mary begged a wait-
er to refill her wine glass. In view 
of the outrages and abuses that lay 
ahead, she should have asked him 
to leave her the bottle.

© The UK Guardian
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tains conspiracy theories. Trump’s behavior shows 
that conspiracism is alarmingly common and dan-
gerous, tabloid nonsense masquerading as serious 
thought.

Trump as Conspiracist-in-Chief is an absurd per-
son.

The elements of Hume’s approach to “extraordinary 
and marvelous” claims inform an alternative state of 
mind I’ll call “the presumption of skepticism.”

The presumption of skepticism is, in its weak-
est form, the basis for suspending judgment when 
we hear claims made by conspiracists. It is open to 
evidence concerning an initial presumption of guilt 
[falsity]. It is a state of mind habituated by Hume’s 
framework: burden of proof; weight of evidence; eval-
uation of testimony.

A stronger conclusion, analogous to Hume’s 
argument concerning miracles, is that it is 
never reasonable to believe conspiracy the-
ories in light of the relative weight of com-

peting claims.
In a recent newsletter written by Paul Krugman, 

Nobel Prize-winning economist and New York Times 
columnist, I was struck by the Humean character of 
his comments concerning weight of evidence.

“Pro tip: If you or someone you listen to claims to 
have a deep insight all those stuck-up economics 
professors have missed, it’s overwhelmingly likely 
that the insight is either [a] something economists 
have known about for decades if not generations or 
[b] a well-known fallacy.”

If we substitute “prestige journalists or scientists” 
for “economists,” and substitute language associated 
with conspiracists, we get this reminder: If you listen 
to conspiracists rather than respected journalists, 
scientists, and other impartial inquirers, it is high-
ly probable that the conspiracy [a] has already been 
thoroughly investigated, and [b] is false.

Hume directed his comments to the “wise and the 
learned.” He was under no illusion that his argu-
ments would be widely effective in changing peoples’ 
minds. He did, however, believe that rational criticism 
could influence some.  And he believed, as many of 
us still do, that it was important to defend reason and 
to provide “an everlasting check to all kinds of super-
stitious delusion, and consequently, will be useful as 
long as the world endures. For so long, I presume, 
will the accounts of miracles and prodigies be found 
in all history, sacred and profane.”

A Humean state of mind does not absolutely rule 
out the possibility that reality might be much more 
thrilling than we first take it to be. But it teaches 
us to be epistemically cautious and its presumption 
of skepticism, its grounding in reliable methods of 
gathering facts, provides an important counterpoint 
to the dangers of conspiracism and an often loony 
president.

Trump’s conspiracism is further evidence that he is 
intellectually unfit to be president. Ridiculous claims 
are no less ridiculous when they come from the pres-
ident of the United States.
Randolph M. Feezell, PhD, grew up in northwestern 
Oklahoma and is professor emeritus of philosophy 
at Creighton University in Omaha, NE.

Conspiracism
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 38
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Better Information, Better Policy

on-line for the first nine weeks, then it will reas-
sess the safety of in-class instruction. Putnam City 
Schools followed the same model. Tulsa’s school 
board is expected to vote on a similar proposal the 
first week in August.

Edmond delayed started classes until Aug. 20. 
Students will be divided into groups – one will at-
tend classes Mondays and Tuesdays, the other on 
Thursdays and Friday. All students will go virtual on 
Wednesdays when school facilities are deep cleaned.

No one wants to disrupt in-class instruction, but 
it’s the safest alternative. Yes, it creates headaches, 
especially for students who may not have access to 
necessary technology and for parents whose work 
schedules are disrupted. That’s where real elected 
leadership comes in. There are steps that can be 
taken to protect the nation’s physical and economic 
health, including more federal assistance for individ-
uals and actual small businesses.

Keeping schoolhouse doors closed this fall does 
not signal the beginning of the end of traditional 
brick-and-mortar schools. It means we care deeply 
about this vital American institution – and its impact 
on future generations.

And it demands we do something 21st century 
Americans don’t like: practice patience. That means 
banding together, hunkering down, willingly disrupt-
ing our routines to help flatten the curve until there’s 
a vaccine.

Then we could safely throw the schoolhouse doors 
wide open. And celebrate the wonders of public ed-
ucation, a cornerstone of our enduring pursuit of a 
more perfect union in that it affords all – regardless 
of race, religion, gender, sexual preference or socio-
economic status – a fighting chance at achieving all 
their creator intended.

Opportunity Knocks
There’s an old adage in politics: “Never let a big cri-

sis go to waste.” This is clearly a time of crisis. A big 
crisis. Will Oklahoma’s legislative leaders squander 
it?

What the COVID-19 pandemic affords Oklahoma 
policymakers is a top-to-bottom overhaul – long over-
due – of the state’s out-of-whack tax structure.

Really? The tax code? In the midst of a pandemic 
that has infected nearly 35,000 Sooners and killed 
more than 500?

Yes, now. The novel coronavirus has laid bare the 
folly, and inequities, of our current system of funding 
state government – a hodge-podge that doesn’t serve 
Oklahomans well during the best of times, much less 
the worst.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2

In case you missed it, state Treasurer Randy Mc-
Daniel recently delivered some sobering fiscal news 
that demands lawmakers act: Oklahoma’s oil and gas 
revenues – a state budget cornerstone – are in the 
tank. Again. Coupled with the coronavirus-driven 
economic downturn, it becomes a recipe for disaster.

Just look at gross production tax revenues in June, 
down a staggering 78.7% when compared to the same 
month in 2019. Bottom line: $72.5 million less to 
the state treasury – the lowest monthly total in more 
than a decade.

This does not bode well for the FY ’21 budget that 
took effect July 1. Or for future budgets – think: vital 
state services – when you consider we are fast en-
tering a post-carbon era in which renewable energy 
is booming and electric vehicles are becoming main-
stream.

It’s not news to anyone who’s paid the least atten-
tion to state government, but Oklahoma remains too 
dependent on oil and gas – a boom-bust industry 
whose roller coaster economics periodically shove 
the state budget to the brink.

Every time there’s a bust, elected elites wail about 
the need to diversify the economy. But their prime 
diversification strategy – lure new business and in-
dustry by offering sweet tax breaks – hasn’t solved 
the problem.

In fairness, the incentive blueprint has delivered 
some modest successes – in biotech, manufacturing, 
and service industries, just to name a few. It’s also 
unrealistic to expect an economy the size of Okla-
homa’s to be revolutionized in what amounts to the 
historical equivalent of a nanosecond.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 46
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Observerscope

Inspired choice: Former state Mental Health Com-
missioner Terri White is the new CEO of the Mental 
Health Association of Oklahoma, a non-profit sup-
porting access to mental health care and housing 
services and criminal justice reform.

If you look up “clueless” in the dictionary, you’ll see 
Gov. Stitt’s photo. His new Oklahoma Commission on 
Cooperative Sovereignty is loaded with oil barons and 
rightwing ideologues – but no tribal representatives.

People Not Politicians withdrew its petition aimed 
at creating a non-partisan, independent redistricting 
commission. Between the pandemic and legal chal-
lenges, there wasn’t enough time to get it on the bal-
lot before the GOP-dominated Legislature redraws 
the lines next year.

Stranger than fiction: Oklahoma was first state in 
which rapper Kanye West qualified to appear on the 
Nov. 3 presidential election ballot. It wasn’t long ago 
West donned a Make America Great Again cap, declar-
ing he and President Trump shared “dragon energy.”

Terry Neese and Sen. Stephanie Bice are crossing 
swords over who’s got the backing of Vice President 
Mike Pence in the 5th Congressional District GOP 
runoff. This is what passes for Republican selling 
points these days.

Gov. Kevin Stitt’s revolving door continues: Chief of 
Staff Michael Junk is latest to depart, following cabi-
net secretaries Jerome Loughridge and Kayse Shrum. 
Stitt’s blown through aides at a Trumpian pace.

Congratulations to former Gov. David Walters, in-
stalled as 111th president of the Rotary Club of OKC 
– the state’s oldest and largest civic group.

Why is social media clickbait so effective? Seventy 
percent of people don’t read beyond the headlines 
before sharing, according to Tow Center for Digital 
Journalism at Columbia University.

Beware: Nearly one in three Oklahoma residents 
surveyed by AARP reports being targeted by a con 
artist pretending to represent a government agency.
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Letters

control him should have known just from his history 
in 2016. It should be obvious now that he cannot be 
controlled.

Why would anyone prefer a guy who doesn’t care 
whether we live or die, packs buildings with people 
who do not care whether anyone else lives or dies?

He will always play to his racist base.
Karen Webb

Portland, OR   

Editor, The Observer:
We always vote.
Sometimes we vote for.
Sometimes we vote against.
We always choose the better.
We always choose the less worse.
Voting matters.
Choices matter.
It’s not an opinion survey.
It’s about who will govern.

Nathaniel Batchelder
Oklahoma City

Editor, The Observer:
If re-elected to a six-year term, 85-year-old Jim In-

hofe will die in a very exclusive nursing home called 
the U.S. Senate.

Like royalty, he will be prayed with and prayed over 
by the Senate chaplain.

Old senators like to confess their sins before going 
to the holy gates or the fires of hell.

Poor grandmas and grandpas with one foot on a 
banana peel and one foot in the grave have no such 
luck. Most nursing homes and assisted living centers 
have no chaplains to hear our last words.

Chaplains make the end of life more pleasant.
They bring every suffering soul up a peg or two. 

Leave us laughin’. Leave us feeling just a little bit 
better about ourselves.

The 1.4 million patients in 15,600 nursing homes 
deserve a chaplain to listen to their prayers.

The federal government pays for a space corps so 
why not a chaplain corps?

Don’t hold your breath because Aunt Minnie and 
Uncle John from the forks of the creek have a very 
weak alumni association.

Virginia Blue Jeans Jenner
Wagoner
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Profiteers
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 39

500 Index saw a 12% decrease in profits in the first 
quarter of 2020, and are expected to decrease by 39 
percent come the second quarter, while small busi-
nesses reported their profits were halved in the first 
quarter of 2020 and could expect an 85 percent de-
crease in profits in the second quarter.

“Profit is not a four-letter word, but when such dra-

matic and excessive profits are made during a time 
of global crisis and distributed to the wealthiest, the 
situation is not just fundamentally unjust, it is also 
economically inefficient,” Niko Lusiani, senior ad-
visor on corporate advocacy at Oxfam America, and 
lead author of the analysis, said. “Corporations like 
Microsoft, Johnson & Johnson, Facebook, Pfizer, and 
Visa, flush with billions in pandemic profits and dis-
proportionately benefiting from taxpayer-funded eco-
nomic relief, now have the opportunity to gobble up 
smaller companies and deepen their market power at 
the expense of true competition. Taxing these wind-
fall profits is a fair, time-tested way to rebuild better.”

Oxfam’s response to preventing continued corpo-
rate profiting is for Congress to institute a Pandemic 
Profits Tax on excess corporate profits during this 
crisis. A similar tax was put in place in the 1940s 
and should be repurposed to “raise almost 80 billion 
dollars from just 17 super-profitable corporations, 
which could be reinvested in fighting COVID-19 and 
its economic toll,” Tamir said. The said tax will not 
take from small businesses or taxpayers, but rath-
er help fight the existing inequalities and economic 
downturn caused by COVID-19 by taxing “those large 
corporations earning sums above and beyond what 
they earned on average before the pandemic,” Oxfam 
explained.

Oxfam outlined the options to help people recover 
from the pandemic as follows:

Fund immediate and ongoing global coronavirus 
testing needs and deliver a COVID-19 vaccine to ev-
eryone on the planet, including necessary R&D, man-
ufacturing, procurement, distribution, and delivery.

Support working families and provide universal 
childcare and early learning programs for every child 
in the US.

Provide extended paid and sick leave for essential 
workers and fund SNAP and WIC programs so no one 
goes hungry.

Make voting safer and more accessible during the 
pandemic, including enhanced systems for vote by 
mail, raising voter awareness of how to vote, and 
shoring up vulnerabilities in election systems across 
the country.

As the analysis stated, “COVID-19 presents us with 
a choice as a society: Do we want to continue distrib-
uting our economic resources to the already-wealthy 
and well-connected, or shall we choose to redeploy 
this money into the once-in-a-century fight against 
COVID-19 and the inequalities it brings in its wake?”

“Taxing excess profits during a crisis is an old idea 
whose time has come again,” Tamir said. 

© NationOfChange.com
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Still, lawmakers have been unwilling to take the 
public policy steps necessary to put Oklahoma’s fi-
nances on solid, long-term footing – primarily, restor-
ing politically-pleasing, but ill-advised state income 
tax cuts and curtailing business incentives that max-
imize profits and socialize losses.

The current system isn’t just Robin Hood in re-
verse, prioritizing the state’s wealthy over workaday 
Oklahomans. It also it impedes Oklahoma’s efforts to 
diversify.

The $1 billion-plus in income tax cuts and untold 
millions in corporate welfare have starved vital state 
services, leaving Oklahoma at the bottom of most so-
cio-economic indexes.

Current example: the Oklahoma Employment Secu-
rity Commission. When state policymakers cut every 
possible budget corner to protect and reward their 
political benefactors, vital services suffered. Ask un-
employed Oklahomans how OESC’s stone-age tech-
nology is working.

A smarter way to encourage business investment 
in Oklahoma? Create a healthier, more educated and 
technologically advanced state.

That can be achieved by requiring all Oklahomans 
pay their fair share in taxes. If lawmakers could only 
summon the political courage to fairly reform the tax 
system, there would be plenty of money to invest ful-
ly in a brighter future for all.

Opportunity
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 39
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Monuments

the right for rich plantation owners to own humans 
they felt were inferior and continues to perpetuate 
that sentiment and rewrite a narrow interpretation of 
history.

BLM’s Dickerson, however, says she is confounded 
that these armed militias are defending the Confed-
eracy.

“Instead of protecting black lives they instead pro-
tect a statute – the Land Run statute – that is not even 
historically correct,” she said. “It’s not correct, as it 
doesn’t tell the entire story. If you are going to tell 
all the story, it should have never been, as it’s dis-
respectful for an entire culture of people, even that 
history is shameful, tell it all. Tell the whole history.”

To me, defending Confederate monuments, such as 
those of Lee and other Confederate figures, makes 
no sense on many levels. As a Marine and a Gulf War 
vet, I’m amazed that we seem to keep traitors in the 
public square.

Statues like these reflect values. I’m reminded 
about the power words that abolitionist and former-
slave Frederick Douglass said in 1894, “Whatever 
else I may forget, I shall never forget the difference 
between those who fought for liberty and those who 
fought for slavery.”

I’ll be honest: Confederates were traitors who 
sought to undermine America and kept intact white 
supremacy and their wealth from the cruelty of slave 
labor. You can see it in why they left the Union, start-
ing the Civil War through a 34-hour bombardment of 
Fort Sumter held by Union forces.

As the Confederacy’s vice-president, Alexander Ste-
phens, told a large crowd in his 1861 “Cornerstone 
Speech:”

“The new [Confederate] constitution has put at 
rest, forever, all the agitating questions relating to 
our peculiar institution – African slavery as it exists 
amongst us – the proper status of the negro in our 
form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of 
the late rupture and present revolution.”

It was certainly not a righteous cause and begs the 
question why so my Southerners, like the UDC, re-
wrote textbooks to reflect a different story, one of 
pride and vindication.

TELLING THE WHOLE STORY?
I believe we should take down monuments memo-

rializing those like Andrew Jackson, whose “Trail of 
Tears” policy killed thousands of Native Americans, 
and Christopher Columbus who enslaved thousands 
of natives of Haiti and the Dominican Republic to ex-
tract gold to enrich himself as well as the Spanish 
Crown, according to Howard Zinn’s People’s History 
of the United States.

The good news: Time reports that by 2017, 55 cities 
nationwide replaced Columbus Day with Indigenous 

People’s Day. Even Gov. Kevin Stitt signed a bill into 
law in April 2019 merging Native American Day and 
Columbus Day into one holiday.

Joshua Zeitz, former history professor, writes in 
Politico that Nazi monuments are no longer found in 
Germany. But erasing these statutes had only a lim-
ited impact.

It took time, of course, for Germany to transition to 
the vibrant democracy of today, 70-plus years later. 
“Tearing down the symbols of Nazi terror was a nec-
essary first step – but it didn’t ensure overnight po-
litical or cultural transformation. It required a longer 
process of public reconciliation with history for Ger-
mans to acknowledge their shared responsibility for 
the legacy of Nazism.”

Yet, in the United States, the continued reverence 
of Confederate leaders blinds us to their horrific 
crimes, and reveals a country that hasn’t fully come 
to terms with its sins of slavery and Jim Crow. Hence, 
why South Africa has a Day of Reconciliation.

We can do something, though, whether it’s similar 
to Memento Park, an open-air museum in Budapest, 
Hungary, that I visited in 2014, filled with statues and 
sculpted plaques from Hungary’s Communist period. 
Or, in Berlin, Germany, where monuments are kept in 
a kind of statue purgatory – neither destroyed nor re-
vered, called simply, “Unveiled: Berlin and its monu-
ments,” open to visitors since 2016.

Similarly, an Oklahoma State University architec-
ture project this spring had students design a monu-
ment avenue with Confederate statutes moved to the 
same place.

The National Cowboy and Western Heritage Mu-
seum in Oklahoma City already has a Trail of Tears 
monument. Golden proposes that would be a better 
location for the Land Run sculpture, too.

“It either needs to go to a museum or place materi-
als on the Land Run website that tells our side of the 
story as well and depict the real history,” she said.

This sentiment is reflected in SPIRIT’s and BLM’s 
petition to Mayor David Holt. 

We need to remember, but not revere those who 
wanted and still want to take down our country’s 
progress, albeit precarious, toward equality. 

Our history should be more inclusive and some of 
the change taking place spells some optimism to me. 

“I remain hopeful,” Dickerson said, describing it 
as a “privilege” to share “space with so many people 
fighting for racial and social justice, standing with all 
marginalized communities.

“I feel my hope is a commonality among all of us.”
Stillwater resident John Wood is an associate pro-
fessor of political science at the University of Cen-
tral Oklahoma. The views he expresses are his and 
not necessarily the university’s.
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