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PREFACE

Few persons these days have read Thomas More's 1516 book, UTOPIA, yet most people have heard of the book or at least know the word “utopia”.  Religion played a major role in More’s life.  He was loyal to his king, Henry the Eighth, but not enough so to openly denounce the Pope, as Henry demanded.  In Tudor England there wasn't even freedom of thought, let alone freedom of speech.  Thomas More was beheaded in 1535, (and canonized 400 years later).

Because he knew of the extreme danger, More had the characters in his story do all of the traitorous thinking and talking.  More himself didn't directly write anything against the king or the system; he was “innocent of any wrong doing” because he personally openly opposed the more inflammatory statements of his characters.  Nice try, but it didn’t save him.

Writing about the possibilities of a perfect world, especially if one's present and real world seems far from perfect, is an enticing activity, so it is not surprising that a number of works somewhat similar to Thomas More's UTOPIA have been published over the centuries.  Since these different writers came from different cultures, suffered under different governments, and had different personal needs, interests, and beliefs, the prior utopian stories vary greatly from each other.  A few of them may be of interest here.

The "Elysian fields" of Homer's ODYSSEY, written in the 8th century BC, was a "land of perfect happiness at the end of the Earth."  Among the wonders of Elysium are the constant singing of nightingales, and wine glasses that refilled themselves.

In PLATO’S REPUBLIC, written in the fourth century BC, there was to be communal ownership of land and material things, and women were to be owned by everyone (meaning every man, naturally).

In NEW ATLANTIS, written in 1625, Francis Bacon predicted such inventions as submarines, aircraft, telephones, and radio.

THE MAN IN THE MOON, written by Francis Godwin in 1638, is an interesting utopia.  Citizens got to the moon from the earth with the help of twenty-five harnessed swans.  In the moon society the elimination of crime was accomplished by a simple, effective, and inexpensive method: All criminals were deported to the earth!

LOST HORIZON was written in 1933 by James Hilton.  The name of his special place, "Shangri-La", is almost a synonym for the word "utopia", or for "paradise."

The potential practical value of serious utopian stories is that in their unusual and often ridiculous-sounding suggestions may be sparks to ignite useful changes.  Thoreau said, “It’s not what you look at that matters, it is what you see.  Perfect societies will doubtless never exist, but there is certainly plenty of room for improvement over what we have now.

The author’s objective in NUTOPIA is not to try to get the reader to believe as he does (where I have made up my mind what I believes) but to point out inconsistencies and idiocies that seem to have escaped the notice of many, suggest alternatives, and to invite the reader to think about them.

Chapter 1

MY EXTREMELY STRANGE DREAMS

Starting in 1995 I had a long series of weird closely related dreams (one almost every night).  In these “dreams” I was asleep, (or was I) but there was something very different about them.  They were completely clear and logical, not mixed up and partially irrational like dreams usually are.  I could have sworn that I was awake each time.  There were always myself and one or both of two other persons present.  I didn’t actually see these people, but they were talking to me loud and clear, and they could hear me perfectly.  These—what should I call them—interruptions in my sleep, were a lot like telephone conversations, but there was no phone.  These—events—were educational, and those two people were sort of like my tutors.  Most of the subjects we talked about were serious, involved, and extended over several nights.  But were they dreams?  I can’t rationally explain them any other way.  But what if they were real—somehow?

In the first episode a middle-aged man named Max introduced himself, and then introduced the second person, his daughter, Maxine.  With a little probing on my part she reluctantly told me that she is twenty-six, a university graduate, has a professional position, is married and has one child, a girl of three.

But here is where it got even weirder; Max informed me that they live in Nutopia, an unknown country.  The more he talked the more evident it became that the citizens of this “Nutopia” consider themselves and their country to be nearly perfect, so they had named it “The New Utopia”, or Nutopia for short.  Where is this Nutopia?  I don’t know, neither Max nor Maxine ever told me.

Oh, and another important thing: Nutopia has known all about us (“The Outside World” as they call us) all along, but we previously knew nothing about them, or even of their existence.  How was that possible?  Don’t ask me, I don’t understand it.  But apparently they can receive all of our communications, and they also have advanced communication systems for their internal use, that we can’t receive.

This was all so strange—to say the least.  Maybe Nutopia decided to get in touch with us because they could see we have many serious problems, felt sorry for us, and wanted to try to help us.  I don’t know how Max and Maxine were chosen to contact us, and I don’t know why they selected me, a common citizen, as the person to report the story of Nutopia to the United States and the rest of the world.
Publication of this book won't endanger Nutopia or its citizens, for the simple reason that no terrorists or other malefactors will ever be able to find the place.  Likewise Nutopians will never attack the United States or any other country, because they are just not that kind of people.  A sweeter bunch of humans you have never met.  In fact they are so civilized, so collectively intelligent, and use so much common sense compared to the rest of humanity, that they may be superhuman rather than just human.  But human or not, they are a most interesting species, and their life styles, habits, society, government, and things like that are—how shall I say it—“Something else”.

There is little doubt that many readers will love some aspects of Nutopian life with a passion, and hate other aspects with equal passion.  Differences of opinion are always with us.  As the new saying (I just invented it) goes: “There are usually several ways of believing or doing something: my way and one or more wrong ways.”  But the words “right” and “wrong” won’t be used much in this book: You are invited to think about the things, sometimes shocking things, that Max and Maxine told me concerning Nutopia, and come to your own conclusions.  If more people did that more often we might have a better world.

This is Max and Maxine’s story: They did most of the talking.  Those special dreams extended from 1995 until late 2009.  I’m sure I won’t be able to remember all of the exact words in the dreams, so I will largely dispense with quotation marks.  But just so you will understand who is talking, from here on I will use normal type for their lectures, and show my own questions, responses and comments in italics.  For example: Max said, Nutopia is better than your country.  But I don’t always agree with that statement.
Chapter 2

GOVERNMENT
(The reader is reminded that the author will type his own remarks in italics, while Nutopian contributions will be in normal type).  

Max said, Nutopia is a Democratic Capitalistic Republic.  It is superficially like the United States Government, but with significant and important differences.  We Nutopians have correctly observed that the U.S. and many other large older developed countries now have far too much government.  Your governments grow, bureaucracies expand, efficiency drops, the time it takes to get anything done multiplies exponentially (and some things never seem to get done), polarization gets worse, corruption increases, and the cost of government goes up, up, and up; so taxes, the deficit, and the national debt increase frighteningly.  But sometimes, contrary to common sense, the greater the deficit the more your leaders lower taxes and grant tax reliefs!  Knowing of these usual problems, we Nutopians avoided them by a modified form of government.  Although we didn't quite achieve perfection, we did come up with a system that greatly reduces many of the problems we had earlier and you still have.

AMERICAN GOVERNMENT FUNCTIONS

Max continued: Nutopians observe that your government is for outlawing “controlled substances”, distributing free needles for illegally injecting these controlled substances; outlawing gambling, collecting taxes on gambling, punishing those who provide illegal gambling, providing state lotteries, providing treatment for those addicted to gambling, supporting gambler’s destitute families; feeding people who live on the streets, persuading some who live on the streets to go to other streets or other cities to live on the streets; requiring drug bottle caps which children can open but which the elderly can't; giving murderers multiple lifetime sentences then freeing them to murder again, sentencing people to death for capital crimes then giving them free room and board for decades while the lawyers earn more money by appealing the sentences; protecting endangered species, debating whether certain species are endangered, putting loggers out of work and letting timber degrade because of endangered species laws; building dams, studying why the dams interfere with salmon spawning, tearing down dams so the salmon will return, spending millions to figure out why the salmon didn't return, raising taxes, lowering taxes, unbalancing the budget, trying to rebalance the budget, paying interest on the national debt, going deeper into debt, worrying about the debt, explaining why you don't need to worry about the debt; and many other important things too numerous to list.  Very funny, Max.
He continued: Those are things the politicians do for you, or do to you, or say they will do for you in order to get your votes.  Whatever is wrong, or whatever is needed in your country, seems to be considered the responsibility of government: city, county, state, or federal, and sometimes all four.  I can imagine the tremendous waste, in money and time, resulting from one branch of government fighting other branches of your Federal, State, County, and City governments.  Your system is not working well for you in many areas.  Therefore you have collectively lost, and continue to lose, a lot of faith in your governments.  Many of your people have understandably become disgusted and cynical over the mess.  I understand that your WW II soldiers used to use the acronyms “SNAFU”, meaning “Situation Normal, All Fouled Up”, and  “FUBAR” or “Fouled Up Beyond All Recognition”.  (When talking among themselves the troops substituted a different word for “fouled”.)

MAXINE TO THE RESCUE

Dad should apologize for that outrageous outburst.  I have to admit that there is a lot of truth in what he said, but Nutopia shouldn’t lord it over the U.S. or any other country just because our country is superior.  However, I am sure that your founding fathers would be appalled by what has been informally added to the functions of your government since they wrote the United States Constitution over 200 years ago.  In my opinion a great many additional functions assumed gradually over the years should not be the responsibility of government at all.

Your government has done very well on most of the things provided for in your excellent constitution, but it is now guilty of serious overkill.  All too often different parts of your government are doing opposite and counterproductive things.  And the part of your Preamble about "The Blessings of Liberty" is in trouble.  Your now-huge government, which is supposed to secure liberty for you, is in fact infringing upon your liberties in many ways, and jeopardizing the liberties of your posterity.

You might ask how we, residents of Nutopia, a foreign country (very foreign to you) know more about the United States than many of your own citizens do.  We are super sleuths as well as a super country.  We watch your TV, see your movies, and listen to your radio, but we tend to form different opinions than your average citizen does regarding what we see and hear.

BUDGETING

Part of the reason you have too much government is that the incentives in the United States favor large size and big budgets, not only in government but also in industry.  You seem to pay leaders in proportion to the number of people they lead, and they advance to positions where they can lead still more people and make more money.  The natural response to such incentives is for the leaders to try to figure out how they can justify asking for more people, and to demand more budget, whether they really need them to get the job done or not.  But the highest salaries should be paid to the people who can get the job done satisfactorily, on schedule and with the lowest budget and the least number of people.

I knew full well what Maxine was talking about, because it had happened to me.  At times during my career in management my boss came to me and said something to this effect, “It is appropriations time again.  Please send me a memo specifying the number of people, and types of people your organization is going to require during the next period.  Be generous.  All of the other managers are going to estimate high, and if we don’t also we will lose status as well as be overworked.”
Maxine went on:  Pay proportional to organization size rather than to output is more of a problem in government than it is in industry, because “output” is usually harder to measure in government.  Since government doesn't have to show a profit it has less incentive to stress efficiency.

GRAY IS IMPORTANT  

I see too much black-or-white and not enough gray in American politics.  By that I mean, your people tend to see most things as either right or wrong; failing or refusing to recognize that there are valid pros and cons to almost all-important issues.  You have trouble compromising because you refuse to admit that there is another side to a question.  Sometimes none of us are smart enough or knowledgeable enough to be sure of the “right” answer, if there is one.  And declaring either physical or verbal war on the opposition is not the way to find the best solutions.

What is right?  On simple issues we often agree, but on complex issues we more often disagree.  If you and I are enemies, or if I have little respect for you and I disagree with you then obviously “I am right.”  But if you are a respected friend or an admired expert, and I disagree with you, then I am more apt to reexamine my position.  

On complex issues there are frequently no clear-cut right-or-wrong answers.  It depends upon where we are standing, and upon the light by which we see it.  Many things are not black or white; they are various shades of gray.  In many matters of society and government we have and will probably always have great diversity of opinion.
People should not have to arrive at firm decisions about everything.  After examining an issue where the evidence is inconclusive it is quite acceptable for both citizens and their leaders to remain on the fence: to remain undecided for a time or even permanently.  Likewise, as one’s knowledge increases, or the issue becomes clearer, one may honorably and proudly, reverse ones position.  This is personal growth, not vacillation.

But a politician has the additional problem of trying to appear to support the people he or she is addressing at the moment.  I like the story of the politician who was asked how he stood on a particular issue.  He replied, “I'm glad you asked me that question.  Some of my friends are for this issue, and some are against it, and I am a man who stands behind my friends!"

That story is of course about an American politician, not a Nutopian.  Why did Maxine have to add that?  True democracy demands a wise and educated electorate if it is to continue to succeed.  The wisdom of your voters was pretty good over most of the years of your country, but a serious measure of dumbness has set 'in.  Will you be able to get smart again?

Things are not going to change unless you insist that they change.  You “hired” your legislative, executive and judicial branches, but they need a little watching.  When the hired help gets uppity, or sneaks bottles from the wine cellar, changes are in order.  The politicians only get you into trouble to the extent that you let them do to you instead of do for you.  Politicians are on average no smarter than the rest of you, but many can lie better than some of you, and they all know which side their bread is buttered on.
TRADITIONS

Maxine had more advice for us: You should neither adopt new things and approaches too hastily nor worship old traditions too much.  The old way of thinking or of doing something may still be the best way: There is a lot of sense in the phrase, “tried and true”, but “progress” definitely has merits also.  We study, think, experiment, make mistakes, correct them, and progress to something better.  But the best answers are not necessarily the newest ones.

A lot of people don't think very logically, even in Nutopia; (“Even in Nutopia”?  Thanks Maxine) you in the outside world (and we to a lesser degree) tend to be unthinking sheep that follow the leader even when the leader does not have the best interests of society as a whole at heart.  The flock follows the shepherd into the shearing shed in the hope of a handout, but it gets fleeced instead.  And flocks of sheep and flocks of people will do the same stupid things next year.  There are far too many of your leaders and would-be leaders who carry shears; who are seeking power and financial gain for themselves more than they are concerned with the welfare of their flocks.

Your Roper Center released a survey in 1997 showing that your president in office at that time received only a 4 % “trust rating”.  Your congressmen, lawyers, and talk-show hosts also often earn very little trust from their flocks.  Then she got silly: Government involves a lot of math.  Your problems are multiplying exponentially due to divisions between groups.  You need to subtract a great deal of government and add differentially.  A rectangular hyperbolic plot will show that the integral of the sum and denominator will be equal to the cube root and governmental cosine of that product times pi.  Good night.  Good night you weird woman.

QUALIFICATIONS

Maxine again spoke up in my next dream:  We Nutopians call our chief executive “The President", as you in the US and many other countries do; but the words “chief executive” are also very appropriate, since in many ways the functions of the president of a country are much like those of the chief executive of a major company.  I read that any natural-born citizen who is 35 years old or older can run for President of the United States.  Thirty five?  That seems pretty young to be wise leaders.  But I am really appalled that your presidents don’t have to have an education.  Don’t you find that fact a little frightening?

A university education isn't essential for all people in all jobs, and it can't make good people out of bad people or stupid people brilliant; but we in Nutopia think the additional knowledge and wisdom that colleges and universities impart are assets that our presidents should have in abundance.  And it takes at least average intelligence and a lot of dedication and hard work to graduate from an accredited university.  That achievement is therefore one way of identifying potential winners.  I don’t think you would really care to end up with a president who was either too lazy to go to a university, or who had flunked out of a university.

The excuse that a candidate was too poor to go to college usually doesn't wash.  In this day and age most persons with high intelligence, ambition, and dedication can get scholarships, work part time, or borrow the money for university, if their parents can’t help.  The same high IQ, ambition, and dedication required for success in college should also be requirements for political candidates.  Nutopia has university-degree requirement for most classes of elected officials.

I think the reasons behind the lack of an education requirement for your president date back to your beginnings.  Two hundred years ago few people had university degrees and there were few universities, but times have changed.  The writers of your constitution couldn't foresee the future.  Now you require at least a bachelor's degree for engineers, surveyors, registered nurses, accountants, and teachers.  And you require doctorates for lawyers, physicians, dentists, psychiatrists, professors and scientists.  Do you consider the job of President of the United States less important than those professions?  Judging by the people you sometimes elect, I guess you do.  Be careful, Maxine.

 I know that most of your presidents up until now were well educated, but without a law requiring it, you are leaving yourself open to letting an ignorant but smooth-talking charmer from winning the presidency to your later regret.  Yes, I know, regretting your country’s choice of president has happened for other reasons too. 

A degree in law, political science, or something similar would seem to be most applicable to the work of a political leader, but Nutopia isn't specific as to the kind of degree or degrees their candidates must have.  Many college students don't know, and often can't really know, what their life's work will eventually be.  Changing majors while in college or university is common, and also, ending up in a different job or profession than the one shown on one's sheepskin is frequent.  The demonstration of the ability to earn a valid university degree is the important thing.

VIRTUE

We note with concern that you people end up with a lot of crooked and/or immoral politicians—how come?  Most of your citizens are upstanding and decent; aren't there enough smart, capable and good people whom you could elect to your public offices?  Shouldn't it be a prime duty of your political parties to thoroughly investigate the backgrounds and records of the candidates they propose before they endorse them?"

I was about to argue with her that it wasn't that bad, when I recalled an article I had just read about the President of The United States in office at the time of that dream.  One of the statements in the article was, "Those who know him best appear to trust him least."  It is sad that a sizable percentage of our presidents and other leaders do turn out to have less honesty and/or lower morals than the average citizen, instead of far above average as one would hope for.  How can one who does not command respect become a leader?  Maxine's answer: A flock of sheep does not judge the shepherd.  Unthinking, needy, or greedy people tend to follow anyone who promises them what they want, and they tend to ignore his or her lack of credentials or low relative worth as a human being."  Remember that Hitler had millions of faithful followers too, because he promised them a bright future and a great empire.

ONE-HOUSE CONGRESS

Nutopia is a relatively young country, and we admit that much of our success was made possible by studying the governments of your and other countries.  We borrowed from them as well as avoided what we saw as their mistakes.  One of the things our founders watched was the operation of your bicameral Congress.  And what, pray tell, is “bicameral”.  Oh, sorry, that means having two legislative chambers.  Among many things we concluded that whatever reasons the U.S. may have originally had for providing both a House of Representatives and a Senate, these reasons have disappeared with the passage of time.  Your complex rules, battles, delays, and stalemates that result from your two-branch legislative system impedes, increases the cost of, and degrades legislation.

The same problems exist in the two-branch British system, a system you doubtless borrowed much from when you wrote the U.S. Constitution.  I didn’t tell Maxine that my wife and I have a grandson, now a Barrister in the International War Crimes Court, who earlier wrote an excellent dissertation on why the English House of Lords should be abolished, leaving only their House of Commons.
Nutopia has no Senate, just a House of Representatives, and it works fine: much faster, cheaper, and more amicably than your system.  In spite of Nutopia’s claimed success, our grandson’s dissertation in favor of a single house, and the old saying, “Two many cooks spoil the broth”, I still had misgivings about the concept of single-element congresses.  I guess my unthinking reaction was that it is a proven fact that governments must have two legislative branches.  If it works, don't fix it.  But is it a “proven fact?”  Is it “working?”  Maxine said: Sure your system works.  It works better than that of most governments of the world (except ours of course), but you will admit that it is far from perfect.  If the thought of a single legislative house scares you, try these thoughts on for size: Perhaps your subconscious feeling is that there is safety in numbers; that one body might make a mistake, but two bodies would be much less apt to.  OK, then if two houses are good, three should be still less apt to do something stupid.  Then ask yourself, “With three houses how long would it take Congress to pass useful legislation, and how much more would your government cost you, and how much more pork and graft would there be?

The fallacy of the “more-is-better” assumption in this case is that there is already “more” because both your House of Representatives and your Senate have many members.  That multiplicity in the legislature costs a lot in dollars and in delays.  I am not sure what Maxine was trying to say there.  I wonder if she knew.  She then switched to a related subject.

POLITICAL PARTIES

Your U.S. Constitution doesn't specify that you should have political parties.  Nutopian planners have watched not only your legislature work but also watched your two-major political-party system work (or not work) in the United States and in some other countries.  Two or more opposing parties cause tremendous and damaging polarization, not only within the government, but also within the general population.  "He is a damned liberal Democrat!"  "What else could you expect from a reactionary Republican?"  The history of multi-party systems is long and widespread but it is adversarial, which slows up the legislative process and wastes billion of dollars.

And some of your party functions are absolutely idiotic.  Did you ever watch a National Democratic or Republican presidential-candidate-nominating Convention on television?  It is hard to believe that such silly frenetic proceedings play a part in the selection of the Chief Executive of The United States of America.  These shows must give other countries a very depressing view of you.  It would be infinitely better if the Greatest Country on Earth could avoid appearing so foolish, so childish.  I think you justly held the “Greatest Country” title for a century, but now?  Most of you may still think the United States is still top dog, but some of the rest of the world is now laughing at the U.S.  How sad for you.  You have had your turn at the top, but the mighty don’t stay mighty forever, because decadence and arrogance always set in.  Stop that, Maxine!
There are no political parties in Nutopia.  I was born here, and so was my Father, Max, so we were never exposed to a political party system personally; but from what I read, watch on your TV, and find on the Internet, your two-party system causes a great many problems that we do not experience with our no-political-parties system.  Nutopian leaders don't battle each other as members of different parties or teams; they work together for the good of the country because they are all on the same team.  Two teams are necessary in a football game (a battle); but why should there be a two-team battle to govern one country?  We are all supposed to win, not just half of us.  Save the adversarial relationships for games and sports, where the outcome is far less important.  People like contests?  Fine, let them have their contests in their card games and on their sports fields; not in wars or in the business of government.

What Maxine said there makes a lot of sense, as she usually does, but a little historical research showed me that in the United States at least one third-party paid off.  Additional parties spring up because of dissatisfaction with both major parties.  Third parties have won major seats a few times in the past, and the results have sometimes been remarkably good.  In the 1850s The American Party, commonly known as the "Know-Nothings", passed a large number of excellent but politically hot-potato bills that the major parties had unsuccessfully juggled for years.

The Know Nothings were able to win almost complete control of Massachusetts, seating a governor, lieutenant governor, all of the Massachusetts representatives to the U.S. congress, the senators, practically all of the state representatives, many mayors, the secretary of state, attorney general, and other officers.

This motley crew, most of its members untrained in politics, succeeded in passing nearly 600 (mostly good) laws and resolutions in Massachusetts in one year; a new record.  These actions included the prohibition of imprisonment for debt; allowing married women to sue, conduct business, and to hold jobs without the consent of their husbands; a desegregation law making public schools available to all races and religions; passing the first railway safety laws; and they built bridges, highways, water mains, and gas lines.  Where the major parties had been doing nothing, the “Know Nothings” did something.  They brought in some fresh air, but also some bad air of their own.  The important thing to understand here is that three parties aren’t better than two, or better than one.  They spring up because of typical shortcomings of the two-party system.  The No Nothings represented the majority in this case, while the main parties no longer did.  The main parties were too busy fighting each other to do anything useful.

At this point Maxine took over again: Political parties, labor unions, Mothers Against Drunk Driving, the NRA, the tobacco lobby, the Red Cross, and many many more are special interest groups.  They were all formed because there is strength in numbers.  But the government itself is a special case.  We must not let special interests control the majority.  A political party often does more harm than good by enticing unthinking voters to follow a powerful but not necessarily best-for-all political machine as do sheep.  Can’t you base your politics on logic and fairness to all like we do in Nutopia?

LOBBYING

I asked Maxine, “Does your government have special interest groups?”  Yes, for self-support and to inform the general public of the merits of these particular interests; but pressures on government from special interests in the form of lobbying is a corrupting abuse of power, and is not allowed.  We want representatives who will fairly represent all of the people, not ones who will give biased attention to special-interest objectives.  It is far fairer if people arrive at their individual decisions on matters without misleading and often outright dishonest propaganda.  I hate high-pressure salesmen; don't you?

Yes, Maxine, I do.  I consider the objectives of many special interest groups to be good, of course, but those are value judgments on my part.  To be fair, if we were to outlaw some high-pressure sales efforts and lobbying, we might have to outlaw them all, including the ones that were good—but your “good” may be my “bad”.  This subject is a tough one.
TYPES OF GOVERNMENT

At this point Max, who had been listening, stepped in.  That was nice after hearing from his daughter for so long.  Max said: Your highly intelligent Marilyn vos Savant reminded us of several theoretical government types, “Kakistocracy—government by the least qualified; Mediocracy—government by the mediocre; Mobocracy—government by the common people; and Meritocracy—a system in which leaders are selected on the basis of ability or achievement.”  Nutopia has consistently operated in this last mode.  I wish you in the U.S. similar success in the future.

You call your country a democracy.  Close enough “for government work,” but you don't really have a democracy, you have a constitutionally limited republic, as in “The Republic for which it stands.” and your “Republican” Party.  You are far better off without a pure democracy, because with that any fifty-one percent majority could vote and pass laws to legally violate the rights of the remaining forty-nine percent.

Democracy (constitutionally-limited or otherwise) demands a wise and educated electorate if it is to continue to succeed.  The wisdom of your American voters was pretty good over most of the years of your great country, but a serious measure of dumbness seems to have set in.  Will you be able to get smart again?  If not, your troubles will only grow worse.  Well?  I thought Max was going to be less critical of us, but  he continued:

THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The President of Nutopia is elected by a simple majority vote.  This logical system is, we painfully understand, not used in the U.S.  Why on earth do you continue to put up with that stupid electoral system for selecting the President and Vice President of the United States?  We can see that when your constitution was written, very slow communication (by horseback and by canal and river boats) was a valid reason for the establishment of your Electoral College, but that reason went away with the invention of the telegraph.  You people are a hundred and fifty years behind the times.  Do you need another “Know Nothing” party to ram this badly needed simplification through your legislative branch?

For fear of having Max further ridicule our great nation, I didn't dare mention that in four instances our electoral system put into office U.S. presidents who did not receive the majority vote.  In 1824 we the people gave the most votes to Andrew Jackson, but the system gave us John Quincy Adams as our president.  In 1876 we elected Samuel Tilden, but the electors gave us Rutherford B. Hayes.  In 1888 we elected Grover Cleveland, but we got Benjamin Harrison.  In 2004 we elected Al Gore, but we got George Bush.

 It is interesting to note that in two of these four cases, in later elections we again voted for the president we were denied earlier, and got him.  In only one case did we ever reelect a president the Electoral College gave us against our wishes.  There have been some halfhearted attempts in the past to do away with this dinosaur Electoral System, but special interests have always fought to keep it, and won.
VOTING

Maxine now spoke up again: We understand that your country is going more and more to “absentee ballots” and away from personal travel to polling places.  That is a step in the right direction, but postal-service mailed ballots use a lot of environmentally unsustainable paper, require transportation fuel for both delivery and return of each ballot, the ballots may get lost in the mail or stolen, the election results aren’t known for days, and the mail ballot system costs a lot to run.

Nutopian voting is done from private homes by either telephone keypad or computer keyboard.  Each citizen is assigned a secret number (a bit like your Social Security numbers).  A citizen's number is, among other uses, his or her voting registration.  The federal master computer system accepts and records a single ballot (only), from each registration number.  Our electronic “polls” are open for 24-hours on election days, permitting citizens to vote at any time of the night or day.  Each time zone in Nutopia gets 24 hours of voting, but the eastern zones start voting later, and the western zones earlier by their local clocks, so the entire nation votes in the same 24 hours of actual time.

This staggered clock-time arrangement eliminates the concern that has been voiced in the United States, that western citizens are less inclined to vote at all if they can see from the eastern news that the vote is going strongly one way.  To further eliminate that type of problem in Nutopia, early returns are not released to the media.  When the 24-hour voting period is up the government and media, monitored by proctors, release the final results and other statistics.  Boy, did the Nutopian media scream when the “no-partial-results law” was passed; but common sense prevailed over distorted "right to know" and "freedom of speech" arguments.  People don’t have to know the partial returns.  It is a bit like test day at school: Students have a right to know the answers to the questions only after the test is over.

Considerable fraudulent voting occurs in the United States.  Some of the tricks are buying votes, voting using the names of dead people, voter registration abuses, voting in more than one polling place, corruption on the part of vote counters, and fraudulent absentee ballots.  University of Texas political science professor Walter Dean Burnham said, “We have the modern world's sloppiest election systems.”

Maxine said: I wish I could tell you that Nutopia has no illegal voting with our high-tech system, but we are not quite there yet.  We especially had problems when we first introduced the system.  Clever computer hackers were in great demand by crooked politicians.  We have it mostly cleaned up now, but I guess there will always be some cheating as long as there are cheaters in the world.  On the plus side, computers count the votes automatically and instantaneously.  We trust them much more than we trusted human vote counters.

REFERENDUMS AND INITIATIVES

While we were still on the subject of voting Maxine pointed out: Since the Nutopian voting system is so simple, fast and economical, we use voting more than you do in the U.S.  The legislators at all levels of government, from federal representatives down to city councilmen, submit most of their proposed laws to public vote.  This hopefully encourages a higher level of citizen involvement and less criticism.

I asked her how their more direct, less representative, democracy was working for them, expecting a completely positive answer.  I got a reserved answer instead.  Maxine said: It works pretty well, but there are still problems.  Voter apathy and voter ignorance are concerns.  Also, the legislators and special interests often try to mislead the voters for personal gain or personal job-security.  I think that Nutopians are a superior class of people, but alas, they still have most of the well-known limitations and dark sides of the Homo sapiens species.  Accepting that, our objective is not to ignore the bad features of human nature, or try to breed these features out of the species, but to write laws that will minimize the damage caused by these human foibles.

Well— so Nutopia isn’t quite as great as they wanted us to believe.  In the final analysis, many types of government could work well if all humans were perfect.  Democratic governments need to be designed to minimize the adverse effects of the limitations and imperfections of human beings.

WISDOM

Marilyn vos Savant had this to say about direct democracy, “A representative democracy is supposed to be an improvement on direct democracy—the best of us representing the rest of us.  I don't think the common man and woman would select the wisest laws—only the wise man and woman would do that.  And if we're not electing the wise men and women, it's our own darned fault.”

I agree, Marilyn, but a problem is that we can't often elect the wisest among us, because a high percentage of the wise people are too wise to run for public office.  (We don’t see super-IQ Marilyn vos Savant in such an office).  Further, the less-wise candidate is often a smoother talker than the wiser one, and we are misled.  Double-further, a wise candidate may be greedy and power hungry.  If his or her wisdom is directed toward personal gain more than to the welfare of the public we wouldn’t want to elect him or her.  But how can we tell in advance?  "It's a puzzlement," said the King of Siam.

Representative Democracy is perhaps the best system of government on earth; but nevertheless it has many problems that won't be completely solved as long as humans are what they are.  Largely for this reason, no system is perfect.  Max, my father, expresses the opinion that the best form of government would be a benevolent dictatorship.  But he adds that the only one fully qualified to be the dictator is God, and he is not available.  Dad is right.  The main problem with all governments is that they were invented, developed and managed by human beings, and all humans are fallible and imperfect.  

In the computer world the saying is, “Garbage in, garbage out.”

POLITICAL CAMPAIGNS 

I described our political campaigning to Maxine in some detail, the lies that are told and the false promises that are made, and perhaps worst of all, the smearing, character assassination, and resulting rancor.  Completely unfounded yet damning rumors are often spread which can do great permanent damage to the lives and careers of innocent and often excellent leaders and their families—OK, not all of them are innocent and not all are excellent.  American campaigning is tailored to appeal more to the base greed and emotional instincts of the voters, than to their reasoning concern for the welfare of not only themselves but of their country and humanity as a whole.
Maxine said, I have read of such things in countries outside of Nutopia.  How sad.  Nutopians have trouble understanding your ways, since y’all (she comes from south Nutopia) are so illogical, costly, counterproductive, and barbaric; while our ways are logical, inexpensive, fair, and effective.  Nutopians are so perfect that it is disgusting!  At least she has a sense of humor.

In Nutopia, where there are no political parties, all political offices are obviously nonpartisan.  Each candidate runs on his or her own merits, presenting his or her qualifications, telling what he or she believes and proposes to try to do in the office sought; not parroting a party platform (there are none to parrot anyway).  Parties per se are not permitted, but often two or more candidates for complimentary offices will team up to present a unified plan and election campaign.  This is legal, logical, and desirable.

It is against the law to say or print anything personally inflammatory about one’s opponent or opponents in Nutopian campaigns: no smearing allowed.  Candidates are solely responsible for crediting (or discrediting) themselves by what they say, and by what they have done in the past.  Most Nutopian voters are bright enough to smell out the bad candidates without highly biased and warped help from the opposition.

CAMPAIGN FINANCING

We have read that in the United States political campaigning has grown to be enormously expensive, which gives rich candidates a huge unfair advantage over poorer ones.  One might argue that a rich person has demonstrated the ability to make money, and therefore he or she must be capable.  But we both know that isn’t necessarily so.  Many rich people inherited their wealth, or had wealthy living parents—as in the case of the Kennedys—or prospered from questionable if not plainly illegal activities.  So wealth is not considered an asset for winning an election in Nutopia.  Here it is against the law for any candidate to spend any personal money on his or her campaign.  And to further our convictions regarding money and politics, in Nutopia it is illegal to accept any campaign contributions from supporters of any kind.  

In your country the acceptance of campaign money from special-interests is especially bad.  The “buying” of candidates is wrong wrong wrong.  If a special interest contributes heavily to both candidates for an office, it obligates that office to favor that special interest regardless of which candidate wins.

All candidates are on a strictly equal financial footing in Nutopia.  Each candidate for a particular office, including the office of President of Nutopia, is granted a predetermined number of hours on radio, TV and the Internet, and a predetermined number of column inches in newspapers or magazines, to present his or her candidacy to the voters.  Those campaigning costs are paid for by the various levels of the Nutopian government; by the taxpayers.  Those government-provided funds are the only campaign funds allowed.

Personal campaigning trips (Stumping) and doorbell ringing are forbidden. Mailed political advertisements are not allowed; they are a waste of paper, a nuisance to most recipients, and invite unbalanced campaigning.  Political signs posted along the streets are also forbidden for similar reasons as well as for the danger of distracting drivers, the ugly appearance of the signs, and the cost of their later disposal.  Telephone campaigning is likewise forbidden; it is an invasion of privacy.  Information on all candidates is provided in newspapers, magazines, TV, and the Internet.  It is available to those who want it, but is not forced upon those who don't.

Columnists in the Nutopian press, and commentators on Nutopian radio and TV are free to discuss the campaigns and to express personal opinions and candidate preferences, but they would be harshly condemned for spreading unfounded rumors.  No political rabble-rousing, bible pounding or mud slinging is permitted.  The respected columnists and commentators in Nutopia fairly examine both sides of issues, and the good and bad points of candidates.  There is enforced freedom of speech in Nutopia, but it is a freedom to be decent, not a freedom to be rotten.  Dissent is most certainly legal and encouraged, but it must be presented in a reasoning manner, not by screaming invective.  Decisions in Nutopia are based on logic, not emotion.

Oh yes—one more thing—an incumbent who is running for reelection to that same office is allowed less campaigning money than that given to new candidates for that office.  The argument here is that the voters already know all about the incumbent and his or her performance in that office.  The smaller campaigning stipend is usually used by the office holder to identify differences anticipated in his or her second term.  Further, extensive campaigning by the incumbent would take him away from the important job he or she was elected to perform.  If the position can be largely vacated for months while the incumbent campaigns, the office must not be nearly as important as the voters assumed it is, and is therefore not worth the salary the office holder is being paid.

BE NICE

Maxine went on, Think about how the campaigns for electing officers in most of your business organizations, professional groups, recreational organizations, social clubs, and your church groups are conducted.  They are gentlemanly and ladylike, honest, courteous, quiet, inexpensive, and effective.  This is the way Nutopian political election campaigns are conducted.  This is the way it should be.  I see no reason why small organizations operate logically and politely, while large organizations outside of Nutopia, including the government of the United States, abandon their manners and their logic in choosing their leaders.

STATES RIGHTS

Oh Dear, I see that I have forgotten to tell you of a very major and basic difference between the U.S. and the Nutopian governments Maxine fussed.

In Nutopia the states have much more control over their own affairs, and the federal government has quite limited powers.  You people use the term “states’ rights”.  I believe the writers of the United States Constitution had strong states’ rights in mind.  Note the wording of the name of your country, “United States”.  That implies to me that the states are the important entities, and the federal government should be no more than a uniting body: just an umbrella organization, not Lord-and-Master over all.  States’ rights advocates know whereof they speak; but the way your power-hungry federal bureaucracies have developed, there is insufficient authority left for the states.  I understand that there is considerable anti-federalist feeling in the U.S. now.  I hope that for the sake of your great-but-could-be-greater country that you are able to decentralize.  It will be extremely difficult for you: the feds will fight tooth and nail to retain their power.

I earlier told you that we in Nutopia have only a House of Representatives: no Senate.  This is one reason why our federal government is smaller.  Your Senators represent their individual states, but in Nutopia, with our strong states and weak feds, the states don’t need Federal Senators for protection.

Our Federal House of Representatives is much smaller per capita than yours because our state taxes are higher and federal taxes lower than yours—let me explain.  The states, for the most part, tax themselves for infrastructure and services, so we don't need a lot of congressmen fighting to bring federal tax money back to the state level where it is used.  More on that when we talk about Taxes in Nutopia.  Mr. Dreamer, I promise that will be an eye opener for you, even if you are sleeping.

In the following Maxine impressed me with her amazing memory for facts and figures, as she and her father Max so often did.  To make sure that they weren’t feeding me a bunch of fiction, I often checked up on them the next morning by Googling something they had said.  They were almost always right on.  These two Nutopians seem to have instant-access search engines in their brains.  In this case Maxine said:
When your constitution was written you were a very small country indeed.  The total population of the United States then was less than half the present population of New York City alone.  I checked.  It was less than half.  Your federal government was smaller then than your state governments are now.  But now your federal government is dangerously near critical mass: toxic radiation is increasing at an alarming rate.  You must insert government-moderating control rods soon or you are due for a mushroom cloud.  Is this woman a nuclear scientist?  Then she broadened the subject: 

WORLD GOVERNMENT

Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations of 1918 didn’t get very far.  The United Nations, on the other hand, is working the way it should, or is trying to.  It negotiates and coordinates and recommends, but in general it cannot rule.  The power of the United Nations to “tax” the citizens and nations of the world is negligible; therefore its political power is limited and its military power is non-existent, as it should be.
“World-Government” advocates think the United Nations, or a replacement for it, should be a lot stronger.  But if you think your U.S. Government is too large, corrupt, inefficient, and spends far too much money for the job it does—or tries to do, think what a world government would soon become!  And the overall danger is much too great:  Such a powerful overall organization would make it easy for future despots to gain control of the entire world: not just sections of the globe like the Caesars, Kaisers, Czars, der Fuhrer, Emperors and other previous dictators have.  So saidst Maxine of Nutopia.

Chapter 3

TAXES
Max was my teacher during the Nutopian-taxes dreams.  He started out: Your Arthur Godfrey said on the radio a few decades ago, “I'm proud to pay taxes in this wonderful country of ours, but I could be just as proud with a heck of a lot less taxes!”  That was in the USA.  But even in a near-perfect country like ours we have to pay taxes.  The things we want from our government aren’t free.  But since Nutopia's government is much smaller per capita than that of the United States, and also much more efficient and less corrupt, the taxes we require aren't nearly as high as those you are burdened with.  Max didn’t teach me much there, but NOW HEAR THIS.

NO FEDERAL TAXES 

In Nutopia we citizens pay no federal taxes.  Surprised you, didn’t I?  In your United States the Federal Government levies a high percentage of the total taxes in the country but the Nutopian Federal Government is forbidden to levy taxes of any kind.  None.  Zero.  Zilch.  Our Constitution does not allow it.  But our Nutopian States levy taxes.  (Sorry: no free lunch).  The states in turn share part of the taxes they collect with the Nutopian Federal Government, instead of the other way around as you do.

This “no-federal-taxes” state of affairs (or is it “affairs of state”?) was made possible here by the nature of our government.  We have a small efficient federal government, and strong state governments: very strong states’ rights.  Our system was specifically designed to make the feds financially dependent upon the states.  The Federal Nutopian Government is kept from becoming too large, powerful, wasteful, and corrupt by keeping it poor—not destitute but limited.  They can't expand without more money; and they can't get more money unless the states agree to pay it to them for services or shared infrastructures that all of the people in the country need.

PORK

Once this reversed concept sank into my slow brain, I realized that "pork" couldn’t exist in Nutopia.  Most of the tax money there is spent where it originates; it doesn't have to make a round trip to the federal capital and back to the states, with a high percentage of it never finding its way back.
Knowledgeable Max went on: As I understand the system that you disparagingly refer to as “pork-barrel politics”, you must pay high taxes to your bloated but broke federal government, then you elect senators and representatives to try their best to get back as much of the money you sent to Washington as they can.  If you elect a super congress person who manages to get back for your state more than its fair share, this “king of pork” is worth his or her weight in gold to you, and his reelection is assured—even if he or she is rotten to the core.

With the exception of welfare, social security, and other entitlements, none of the money you send to Washington D.C. will come back as cash, so your congressional “grab-backers” must ask Uncle Sam for projects of some kind.  Since getting lots of your federal taxes back and putting lots of your local people to work is the main objective, the nature of and the need for these projects is of secondary concern.  I understand that some of your states have “won” some highly stupid projects.  The silliest of these often acquire derogatory names, like “The Bridge to Nowhere” in Alaska.  We used to call such wasteful stupid actions, “boondoggles”, but that term seems to have dropped from common usage.  And of course, since your federal government is so huge and inefficient, the money your states can get back in the form of projects is a small part of your total federal taxes.  Have I got it about right?

 I admitted with embarrassment, that that is about right.  But then I mused to myself: Right? —It is far from right.  Max described the existing facts right, but this system of ours is all wrong.  The Constitution of the United States was written for a very small very different country than we have today, and it seriously needs updating in some areas, including this one.  Max then made another important point:
MONEY IS POWER

As you in the United States have seen, in connection with your schools for instance, when your federal government gives money to the states the feds immediately put strings on that money; dictating how it must be used, what controls they insist upon, what is to be taught, what cannot be taught etc.  Financial support always increases the power of the giver and weakens the power of the receiver.  In other words the more money the feds put into a state project, the less control the state has over its own project.  Whether or not you like that arrangement depends upon whether or not you think the bureaucrats in Washington D.C. are better qualified to manage your affairs than you are.  Take schools again: Do the Feds know how to teach your children better than you can at the state, local school board, teacher, and parental levels?

Also, in the United States your individual citizens are at the mercy of your huge and powerful IRS.  It is sometimes guilty of abuses, and one reads of little guys in the U.S. being unfairly treated, or even ruined by this powerful, slow, complex, costly, and sometimes confused giant.  We have a federal IRS in Nutopia, but it has to do battle with fellow bureaucrats at our states level, not directly with defenseless citizens.  And our simple system reduces the need for accountants such as a high percentage of your people require in preparing their income tax returns.

In Nutopia the federal government is in essence an organization the states hire to provide certain services.  The government should serve the people, not the other way around.  “Of the people, by the people, and for the people.”

THE POSTAL SERVICE

As in the rest of the world, Nutopian postal service is directly supported by its users through taxes in the form of postage stamps.  We hear that your Post Office now issues “FOREVER” First-class-mail stamps, which are to be adequate for sending a letter any time in the future; no matter how high the first-class postage rate climbs.  That action of the U.S. Post office baffled us at first.  How can your Post Office afford to do that and keep their budget balanced?  But it turns out that buying a lot of FOREVER stamps is not a good investment for the citizens, but it is good business for the United States Postal Service.  For an explanation: Google “Forever stamp investment futures.”

OTHER FUNCTIONS

The Nutopian federal government also provides our national parks management, the patent office, federal libraries, federal museums, national symphony orchestra etc.  There has been much debate here as to whether these types of desirable services should be free to the users, paid for through government entrance fees, or by entrance fees to concession companies.  As in the United States, we now use a mixture of these financial support methods.  The debates continue.  Should some or all of these things be free entitlements or not?  I understand that your U.S. National Parks are in big trouble because of federal budget cuts; but the root of many of the problems is found in the bureaucracy.  In a late 1990s article, I read that bureaucratic overhead absorbed 49% of the $1.6 Billion annual United States Park Service budget.  That percentage has probably gone still higher since then.  Horrible!

PAYING FOR SCHOOLS

Max continued: As in your country, about 25% of our population is going to school of some kind at any one time.  Every taxpayer should and does pay for elementary and high schools.  With regard to colleges and universities, you and we require the students or their parents to share the burden, through tuitions.  Family and personal financial sacrifice does much to reduce the number of frivolous students, and to make the serious students work harder.  When my daughter Maxine was a college student she complained about the high cost of tuition in Nutopia, which we made her pay in part.  I said, “Sorry Maxine, but it needs to be that way.  As your father I want to teach you independence and self-reliance, and to give you incentives to work hard to get good grades.  You are the one who will profit most from your education, so you are the one who should contribute the most in getting it.”  Maxine, being a smart logical responsible Nutopian young person, understood perfectly and accepted my explanation and ultimatum willingly.  I’ll bet.

TAXES AND MORE TAXES

Max reminded me: In the United States you have sales taxes, income taxes, gift taxes, inheritance taxes, luxury taxes, tobacco taxes, gasoline taxes, property taxes, business taxes, capital gains taxes, highway and bridge tolls, import duties, export duties, special levies, business licenses, marriage licenses, licenses for many different professions, drivers licenses, vehicle licenses, boat licenses, hunting licenses, construction permits, gun permits, burning permits, water rights and doubtless many more.

According to the Americans For Tax Reform Foundation in Washington D.C., “In 1996 if you were an average U.S. taxpayer you worked 14 days for national defense, 13 days to pay your share of the interest on the national debt, 29 days for Social Security and Medicare, 40 days of your effort paid your share of the cost of “federal regulations”, 29 days for other federal programs including subsidies to tobacco farmers, and 56 days for state and local taxes.”  With the wild deficit spending since then, especially in 2009, I am sure that the number of days you would have to work to pay for all of those things would be much higher now.  I say “would” have to work to pay for it, but you don’t pay for it.  Irrational as it seems to us in Nutopia, your leaders are cutting taxes (or as you say, “giving tax relief”) instead of raising taxes to balance your budgets (or lower the budgets to equal the taxes).

In every one of those dreams I was amazed to observe that Max and Maxine, who live in a foreign country (a very foreign country), seemed to know much more about the United States than I do, a native-born American.  I almost hated those darn dreams because they made me feel so humble as well as embarrassed for my country. 
Max goes on: Over half of the time that you are working to pay taxes it is for your federal taxes.  But in Nutopia, with our small, efficient, less corrupt, and far less invasive state-supported federal government we work only a small fraction of our working hours paying the federal-support part of our state taxes.  Your enormous federal bureaucracy spends far more money than their services should cost, largely because of its many levels of complex rules and the many levels of federal bureaucrats fighting with each other and with your state bureaucrats.

In defense I pointed out to Max that if we had less federal government and stronger state governments, our states would end up less equal to each other than they are now.  He replied: So?  Making everything equal is a communist dream that never works.  No two people, two companies, two cities, counties or countries are equal: why do your states have to be equal?  More independence and responsibilities make the states work harder and smarter, rather than become more dependent upon federal charity.

LOOK A GIFT HORSE IN THE MOUTH

Maybe I need to explain.  Back a century and more, in the days of one-horsepower buggies and wagons, knowledgeable people could roughly tell the age and health of a horse by examining the condition of its teeth.  So in order to appear grateful, the old saying recommended, “Never look a gift horse in the mouth.” What goes on in your United States is that the politicians appear to be giving you gifts, in order to “buy” more votes in the next election, but such “gifts” definitely do need to be looked in the mouth.  “A government which robs Peter to pay Paul can always depend on the support of Paul.”  George Bernard Shaw

The government can only give to you what it takes from us; or takes from our great great grandchildren.  That may seem just fine as long as the recipient of the goods or services is you.  But when the recipient of the goodies is not you but “them”, and all you will receive is your tax bill or your share of the added debt, you may choose to object.  Additional social services, highways, subsidies, entitlements, and “economic stimulus” payments, may appear to unthinking voters as free gifts from caring and generous politicians, and from government with unlimited pockets.  But such "gifts" are far from free.

Politicians always need more money so they can "give" us more things in order to win more votes.  However, raising taxes tends to be political suicide, so sneakiness is used.  One game the politicians play is to try to find some new form of taxation that hopefully won't be noticed as much as raising existing taxes would, and therefore won't cost them as many votes as the offered giveaway will gain them.  And periodically your administration or other politicians announce big “tax-reform” platforms.  Good: you surely need real tax reform; but all too often the "reforms" turn out to be just more taxes.  It strikes me that you keep on “reforming” taxes forever.  By this time they must be well on the plus side of perfect.

DEDUCTIONS AND ADDITIONS

Max talking: Nutopians whose incomes are less than our established “poverty level” have nothing deducted from their paychecks by the government: They pay no income taxes.  We Nutopians above the poverty line pay state income tax that is taken directly from our paychecks.  The tax rate is progressive but increases smoothly with income.  Why on earth do you in the U.S. have those silly stair-step jumps in tax rate? With those the taxpayers worry about getting into the next higher tax bracket, and try to stay out of it.
Assume that an employee’s present salary is slightly below a step in the income tax diagram when his good boss gives him a small raise that puts him into the next income bracket.  Now he has to pay far more income tax than the amount of his raise.  “Thanks for the raise, Boss, but please keep it, I can’t afford it.”

The founders of Nutopia discussed the question of a fixed tax rates vs. progressive taxation at great length.  Nutopians in favor of a flat tax argued that a person uses the same amount of government services whether that person is poor or rich, therefore each person should pay the same for his or her share of those services.  On their meaner days the flat-tax supporters were even heard to argue that the poor person probably uses more government services than the rich person: so if anything the poor person should be taxed at a higher rate than the rich person.

We Nutopians have less of a socialistic society than yours in the U.S., putting more emphasis on individual responsibility for one’s own welfare, and less on the state.  But we are a caring people who admit that Karl Marx did have a point when he wrote, “From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.”  Hold on; we are not Marxist, far from it; but in Nutopia, as in your country, we do not tax the meager income of the truly needy.  Why make them still more needy and further rob them of self-respect?

UNFAIR TAXES?

I told Max how I once designed and built myself a boat.  I hadn't had it on the water long before a lake-patrol sheriff stopped me and demanded to know why the boat didn't have a yearly boat sticker (a state-issued decal to show that its boat tax had been paid).  I explained that it wasn’t a commercial boat, and that I had designed and built it myself, but that made no difference to him.  The State had the right (?) to charge me for my ambition and craftsmanship, not just once but year after year.

That incident seemed more unfair to me than any other taxes we pay; I created something and the state immediately started taking it away from me.  Once, when I was young I was flying a kite that I had made, when a big boy came and took it away from me.  The state “taking away” my boat a bit per year felt the same way as having my kite stolen from me.  It wasn't fair.  I hate thieving bullies, both individual and bureaucratic.

HIGHWAY TAXES

After sympathizing with me, Max said: In Nutopia the vehicle license fee charged is proportional to the yearly mileage driven.  That makes a lot more sense than charging higher vehicle license fees for newer cars than for older cars.  Charging higher license fees on new cars is illogical because a new car doesn't wear out the roads any faster than an old car; and it probably pollutes less.

Back to my boat for a moment: I just realized something.  Taxing cars is OK because they are using roads that have to be built and maintained by the state.  Taxing boats is less logical because the government didn't provide or maintain the lake or bay, it was already there.

SOAK THE RICH AND LAZY

The thought of lazy nonproductive but wealthy heirs, living high on the hog with money they did not work for, is disturbing to most Nutopians.  “Why should offspring be inherently entitled to wealth from their parents?” they ask.  “We are all created equal” is interpreted here to mean that to be fair we should all be born with equal opportunity.  But being born to a rich family doesn’t fit that equal-opportunity-for-all goal.  Therefore Nutopia has a very steeply progressive inheritance tax.

BUT SPARE THE RICH AND PRODUCTIVE

However, we recognize that the offspring of wealthy people are very apt to be as intelligent, ambitious, and capable as their parents.  Such heirs often become extremely productive entrepreneurs in their own right, create many jobs, and are a real asset to society and to the country.  Family money in most such cases is highly desirable in order for the second-generation entrepreneur to get started in a new business or carry on an existing family business.  Philanthropy from the wealthy is equally desired and encouraged.

Therefore, in Nutopia the full inheritance tax from large estates is paid, but is held in trust for one year after probate.  After that period the recipient(s) of the inheritance can go to court and request a partial or total refund of the inheritance taxes paid, based upon the amount of social good, if any, the fortune had been used for during that year, and upon the plans for its future use.  That is about the way Max explained it to me, but he admitted that he is no tax attorney and might not have it straight.

TAXATION EVASION

Max further observed: In your country, income, sales, and certain other taxes are very often illegally but successfully bypassed.  For instance, if workers hired by individuals are paid in cash they sometimes “forget” to include that money in their taxable income.  Likewise, in states that have sales taxes, if no paperwork or bill is made out it is easy to illegally avoid paying the sales tax.  Sometimes such a petty crime benefits the buyer, sometimes the seller, or both, depending on the agreed upon price for the illegally-tax-free goods or services.

In order to relieve our people from the guilt of being this kind of tax-evader, and to keep things simple, in Nutopia cash deals between individuals are legally tax free if the value of the exchange is $100.00 or less.  This really doesn’t cost us much in tax receipts, since the cost of the paperwork on such small deals would gobble up much of the tax anyway.

I understand there are also many ways of evading or reducing the amount of personal taxes one pays at high-income levels in the United States.  And I'll bet that politicians trying to buy votes or trying to reduce their own tax burdens purposely wrote some of the loopholes into your tax laws.  Our Nutopian system prevents such tax evasions.  There he went again!  Sometimes these Nutopians are a pain in the nether regions.

TAXATION-SYSTEM JOBS

Because of the simplicity of our taxation system Nutopia needs almost no private or corporate tax accountants and very few Internal Revenue Service employees.  This is good because government workers are only “productive” in the sense of producing mountains of paperwork.  How many IRS workers are there in the U.S.A.?

I researched Max’s question and found that in 2009 there were approximately 115,000 full-time employees in the U.S. Internal Revenue Service.  Hard to believe, but I got it from the horse's mouth (Google).  Max was impressed, but not favorably.  He had the final word on the subject:  Remember that the Nutopian Federal IRS only has to collect money from our states, not from each citizen.  I suppose we have a few dozen people in our IRS.  Compare that to the 115,000 workers in your IRS, if you have the stomach for it.  See, see what I told you?  They are just so conceited and insulting.

Chapter 4

NUTOPIAN ENTITLEMENTS
One night Maxine told me: All citizens in Nutopia are entitled to a few basic services from our near-perfect federal government without cost to us beyond our low taxes.  All such universal entitlements are fully paid for each year from the taxes collected from the preceding year (for pre-specified purposes only).  By law, the cost of services granted cannot exceed tax monies already collected.  The Nutopian budgets at all levels of government have never been and never will be unbalanced.

Universal basic Nutopian services “free” for the benefit of all citizens include the various levels of government itself: fire protection, police protection, jails, education through high school, libraries, pure food and drug protection, highways, air-traffic control, and major disaster relief within the limits of funds on hand at the time of the disaster.  Maxine insisted that I put “free” in quotes in reporting these services, since Nutopians recognize that such services are far from free, and she thinks too many Americans carelessly take the word “free” literally in this usage.  The trillions of “free” dollars the U. S. Government is handing out currently as “economic stimulus” are appealing to us but appalling to Nutopians.

DISASTER RELIEF

According to Maxine: Nutopian government disaster relief is strictly limited to the catastrophic effects of disasters on destitute individuals and families.  Relief is never supplied in an amount nearly sufficient to compensate for the losses suffered; the primary burden rests with the individuals affected.  Life is full of risks and the Nutopian system recognizes that fact of nature and purposely provides little money to try to compensate for it.  “Big Brother” here is small; and we citizens are therefore stronger and more prudent; because we have to be.  Private disaster insurance is available for those who want it badly enough to pay for it.  It is not recommended in most cases however, because the odds have to be in favor of the insurance companies in order for them to stay in business and make a profit.

Nutopia does not compensate businesses for disaster losses at all.  Risks are inherent in business and in life as a whole, and our government does not require the taxpayers to bail out failing businesses regardless of the reasons for the failures.  Likewise, parks and similar facilities of states and cities receive no federal-government disaster aid.

By comparison, I read that last year there was a bad snow and some later flooding and slide damage in your state of Washington.  It was declared a federal disaster area, and the Vice President of the United States, a U.S. senator, a U.S. representative, the Governor, the County Executive, and the Mayor of Seattle all got together and toured the damaged areas.  That tour did nothing to reduce the damage and it was very expensive.  “Air Force One” costs your people over $30,000 per hour to fly when you include all of the related expenses.  The VIPs trip from one Washington to the other Washington and back plus all the more local trips must have cost you at least a quarter million.  Didn’t the leaders making that trip believe the disaster reports their experts had already given them, and believe the videos they could see on the evening news?  Sounds like your top government executives don't have anything better to do.  Or maybe they just smelled future votes from this show of personal caring.

I recall that one spring some decades ago a private ski resort in one of your northern states was granted a large “free” disaster relief sum by your Government.  It had been a mild winter, and there was too little snow for good skiing: The “disaster” was only to the ski-resort’s business.  Should Government (your taxes) provide “free” weather insurance to private businesses?  In that case an award was made because of disastrously “good” weather.  If it had snowed too much, so the mountain roads were closed, then you could have awarded that same ski resort money for a bad-weather disaster instead.

To end this disaster section on a brighter note: Burundi, one of the poorest countries in the world, has a Rotary-Club chapter.  Some years ago the Rotary Club of Burundi sent a gift of $200. (A fortune to them) to the State of California as flood relief for a disaster that had occurred in that rich state.  Voluntary generosity lives, even in suffering Africa.

THE ARTS AND THE SPORTS

Maxine said: Nutopia's founders observed that the arts and sports of most kinds, while considered to be desirable activities, are not essential to life and are not of interest to all citizens.  Therefore they are not supported in any way by our Nutopian government.

History is a mixed bag in this respect.  Greek states may or may not have supported the original Olympic games.  Roman Caesars apparently supported the games in the Coliseum, but the objective of some of their “games” was partly political; to further persecute Christians, and to stir up the public against them.

Some kings and other powerful leaders have supported the arts, but rest assured they supported the ones they were personally interested in.  There is also the question of whether they were spending public funds or their own money.  However I'm sure that many kings and dictators considered all public money their own, as far as dictating what it would be used for.

In early times the United States Government did not give support to either the arts or the sports; but you now have Federal Endowment for the Arts, and many major cities are supporting various sports by providing sport stadiums, at least partly at taxpayer expense.  We in Nutopia consider this very wrong because it is very unfair.  It is giving financial support to sports of interest to only part of the population, and charging it to all taxpayers.  To be fair such a system would have to support every sport and every art, even very minor ones, to a degree proportional to the percentage of citizens who were interested in that particular sport or art.  That would obviously become a bureaucratic nightmare.

Why on earth would you want to give part of your money to government for the support of your own hobby?  You know they would waste a lot of it in administrative expenses, and they would use their apparent but phony largess as a means of exerting controls over your hobby.  Let the sports have their own control organizations; the government shouldn't be in it at all.

Professional sports are big business.  If they need a new stadium, and if the venture looks like a profitable one for them, let them build it with their own money.  They already charge enough for tickets to pay the players multi millions.  Let the businesses make their own business decisions.  It is morally wrong to force the taxpayers to invest in sports or any other business ventures.

A 1997 Roper-Center survey found that 67% of the people of the United States are interested in the arts and 63% are interested in sports.  But these large numbers are very misleading, since they are for very broad categories.  There are dozens of different and relatively unrelated arts, and a dozen or more different and relatively unrelated sports.  It is highly unlikely that Roper would find a majority of the populace interested in impressionism, or in symphonic music, or in Greek sculpture.  Nor would they find a majority in love with ice hockey, or basketball, or baseball, let alone in curling or in marbles.  None of these should be government supported or government businesses.  None of them have anything to do with governing a nation.

Maxine then added: A related matter occurs to me: The statement, “Somebody has to do it.” is often heard concerning certain tasks.  But the “has to” part of that statement is generally wrong; because the world won't end if it isn’t done.  And when something needs to be done in order to achieve or preserve certain important popular ends, government isn't necessarily the entity that should do it.  In most cases let the individuals or minorities who feel that somebody has to do it do it themselves.  If the something that needs doing is too large for individuals or small organizations to do, then businesses, such as professional sports or charitable organizations, like the Red Cross, March of Dimes, Heart Association, Alcoholics Anonymous, etc. may fit the task.  The American Red Cross provided wonderful relief in your Katrina disaster some years back, but your Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is still trying to explain why it failed so miserably, and still hasn’t completed the housing jobs that should have been complete in a few months after the storm.

SUBSIDIES

Some Nutopian citizens don't even know the meaning of the word "subsidy" because subsidies don’t exist in Nutopia.  Nutopian businesses and organizations are not entitled to, and will not receive, any subsidies of any kind for any purpose.  Subsidies are seen as desirable by the segment of the population favored by them, yet subsidies always upset balances, reduce tax incomes, and frequently do actual harm.

I for one don’t understand why your confused country subsidizes tobacco farmers to make them richer, and possibly make cigarettes cheaper so more people can die from them.  And of course the tobacco subsidies help to increase the need for medical-care subsidies for treating the smokers.  Those incomprehensible actions are made even more strange when your government spends still more money (which of course it doesn't have) trying to discourage smoking.  Six billion dollars a year was spent on cigarette ads in the United States in the late 1990s.  We Nutopians are completely unable to understand such—asininity.

I admitted to Maxine that most of the above is true but the tobacco industry is huge, has a lot of political clout, provides a lot of jobs, and the smoking habit is hard to break.  The area where she is wrong is that of tobacco subsidies.  We did subsidize tobacco for a time, but no longer do.  In the year 2000, the US government subsidized tobacco to the tune of three hundred and forty five million dollars. That tapered off rapidly, and there has been no subsidization of tobacco since 2004.  Tobacco is legal and it continues to be a major problem.  We once made alcohol illegal, and that didn’t work.  Certain drugs are illegal, and that isn’t working.  Making smoking illegal wouldn’t work either.  A headline in today’s newspaper reads, “Is it time to legalize pot?”  Good question: difficult answer.  A sub heading read, “Save 7.8 billion in enforcement costs and gain 6 billion in taxes.”  Hmm?   But I digress: back to subsidies.

Maxine continued: I have it on good authority that your government has repeatedly paid farmers to not plant crops.  In at least one other case your government promoted future excess production of a product by buying the excess for which there was insufficient market, paid to have facilities built in which to store these excesses, let the excesses rot, then paid to have the spoiled product disposed of and the facilities disassembled.  The product was a few hundred tons (or was it a few thousand tons?) of butter.  But even if it had not turned rancid, and if there had later been a market for this government-owned butter, your government wouldn't have dared sell it because the dairy industry would object to the effect such a sale would have on the current price of butter.  Subsidies and entitlements limited to special groups and paid for out of general funds hurt all citizens who are not members of those special groups.

SOCIAL INSECURITY

In 1935 the United States Government put itself into the old-age pension business by passing the Social Security Act.  I was fifteen at the time, and I remember Dad shaking his head in disbelief that our government would do such a ridiculous thing.  Smart man, my dad.  The things that he said would happen have been happening and will continue to happen.  Of course, Dad wasn't the only one, by far, who knew at that time that social security was a wrong thing to start; but in situations where the government seems to be giving the suckers—excuse me—citizens an offer they can't refuse: logic, truth, facts, and figures seldom prevail.  The politicians, at least the smart ones, were trying to buy votes, as usual.

Maxine, then said: If your Social Security System was holding its own, and could continue to, it would probably be the most expensive old-age pension you could buy, because of the great inefficiency of government compared to private business.  But it is not holding and cannot hold its own, therefore it is a tremendous injustice to future generations.  Those generations will have to pay in far more than they can take out, to pay for the fact that the system has doled out money far faster than it has taken it in.  I will bet that you, my elderly dreamer, have “earned” far far more from Social Security than you paid into it in your working years.  Since you were one of the early recipients, it has been a sweet deal for you.

Yes Maxine, you are right of course.  I started paying into Social Security in 1939, four years after the system became law, and I took “early retirement” in the plan in 1982.  I haven’t tried to add up what I paid in over the years and compare it to what the system has given me in return and keeps on giving me, but I am sure I have made out like a bandit.  But I am a legal bandit participating in a criminal U.S. Government system.  My wife, who worked for pay relatively little in her life, is collecting even more social security for the amount she paid into it than I am, and she feels even more guilty about it.  Maxine, What facts and figures do you know about the U.S. Social Security system that I don’t know?

Your Social Security Trust Fund will be in negative cash-flow mode by 2016, and the Trust Fund reserves will be depleted by 2037.  From that point on your system could pay recipients (mostly your “baby boomers”) only about three quarters of their scheduled benefits.  That could last until 2083.  After that, who knows?

On our secure one-way spy lines to your government centers we hear that there was much talk of replacing your current Social Security system with privatized individual investment accounts.  Government mandated citizen investments.  More “big brother”, and fewer individual liberties.  Fortunately that proposal never became U.S. law.

Privatization is what you need all right, but I mean privately purchased and managed by the investor, not by your government.  There remains, of course, the need for some charity since some people are unable to provide for their own futures for any of a number of reasons.  But it is very wrong to try to hide charity in an ill-advised system that messes up and degrades the personal financial planning of all citizens.  My guess is that the planners of your Social Security system purposely designed it to cover all workers, the rich as well as the poor, because not all voters are of a charitable nature, but most of them will vote for something they think they can profit by personally.

The United States should terminate Social Security, but that will be one whopper of a challenge.  There is no way that you could please everyone since you have let retirees become dependent upon you.  The pain should be shared by the oldsters who are now collecting far more than they have paid into the system.  But those who are now working, and future generations, will be lucky if they can get back as much as they pay in.  If you don't throw in the towel on the whole Social Security system as soon as possible, things will only get worse.

Your Social Security System is a lot like the infamous "pyramid" or "Ponzi" schemes.  Back in the 1920s Charles Ponzi promised “investors” in his company 50% return on their money; and he paid it—for several years.  Old investors were paid off with money from new investors.  The last investors lost everything, because there were no real investments.

Ponzi schemes, and "social-security" schemes are easy to sell to shallow-thinking people, and to greedy people who understand it but get in on the ground floor.  In the United States, Ponzi schemes are illegal; except for the government ones, which include Medicare and Social Insecurity.

Have there been more recent Ponzi schemes on a grand scale?  Yup.  In January 1997 there were serious riots in Albania that started when two different Ponzi investment schemes failed to pay out on schedule.  According to the Associated Press, hundreds of thousands of Albanians had invested their savings in these schemes—schemes that apparently involved the government.  The poor people were rioting to try to get their money back, and could not believe there was no money to give back.

I can add some personal experience here.  In the early 1930s the “Townsend Plan” proposed that the U.S. Government give $200 a month to every person over the age of 60.  That was a lot of money back then.  Since my maternal grandparents were over 60, poor, and were not very deep-thinking people, they were all for it.  I asked my grandfather where all the money would come from.  He didn't know, but he was sure the inventor of the scheme, Dr. Francis Townsend, had it all figured out.  Granddad was quite huffy with me, a mere 12-year-old boy, for even asking such an impertinent question.  Townsend's Plan never passed, but it set the stage for Franklin D. Roosevelt's Social Security Act of 1935, which turned out to work like a Ponzi scheme.

Maxine: How much of our Social Security Trust Fund gets spent on administrative costs?  That is understandably a hard question to find an answer to, but this will give you a clue.  In her Feb. 28, 1997 column, your Nichole Hollander wrote that there are 65,000 employees in the United States Social Security Administration.  That payroll is comparable to those of Boeing, or Microsoft, but those latter two are in business to make money, not to spend it.

Governments should not be in the retirement-plan business.  The many nations that are in it are seeing big problems.  Nutopia has no such problems.  It encourages its businesses to provide retirement plans for their employees, and encourages its individual citizens to plan for their own retirements.  Whether or not they take that good advice is up to them, the Government is not responsible for the outcome.  People are allowed to be imprudent in Nutopia; and they are also allowed to suffer the consequences.

"When government accepts responsibility for people, then people no longer take responsibility for themselves."—George Pataki.  When parents do homework for kids, kids no longer learn their lessons; when parents support adult offspring the offspring later decline to support themselves; if there are generous government entitlements there is no point in working; nor in learning work skills.  And quoting Theodore Forstmann, “In a state-run society the government promises you security.  But it is a false promise predicated on the idea that the opposite of security is risk.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  The opposite of security is insecurity, and the only way to overcome insecurity is to take risks.”  And another quote: “The gentle government that promises to hold your hand as you cross the street refuses to let go on the other side.”—Readers Digest

THE MEDICARE MESS

Medicare in the United States is a wonderful system—right?  Sure, on the surface it is wonderful for elderly citizens to have a high percentage of their medical bills paid by the government; but where is the government getting the money?  From your children and your great-great grandchildren, as usual.  And how are they going to pay for their own medical bills if they have to pay for yours at the same time?

I thumb through my "free" copy of the yearly Medicare Handbook that all old people receive from the government every year.  It consists of 30 pages or more of information, instructions, and explanations on the use of the Medicare system.  On page one the Secretary, Department of Health and Human Services, tells me, “Medicare has evolved into one of the world's best health insurance programs.”  It is not mentioned that Medicare will be bankrupt in a few years.  And no place is it mentioned that Medicare benefits have been cut while the premiums have been increased every year since 1980.  "One of the best health insurance programs in the world."  Poor world.

The “Medicare Mess” title has been seen in a number of places.  There are a lot of people concerned over this “best” health insurance program.  David Walker, a former Medicare trustee, wrote, “In its present form the program is fundamentally unsustainable.”  Merrill Matthews, Jr., a vice president of the National Center for Policy Analysis said, “Private health insurance costs are growing at a modest two to five percent annually, while Medicare spending has been increasing at about ten percent annually.”  In 1997, Senator Phil Gramm of Texas, on the subject of Medicare, said, “This nation will inevitably face the greatest internal financial crisis in history.”  Syndicated columnist David Broder wrote, “Department of Health and Human Services figures confirm an unfunded [Medicare] obligation that would reach fifteen billion a year within a decade.”

In 1996 the U.S. Government announced that the Medicare trust fund lost $4.2 billion in the previous six months, a much faster rate than had been projected just the previous year.  And now, in 2009, “Growing annual deficits are projected to exhaust its reserves in 2017, after which the percentage of scheduled benefits payable from tax income would decline to 81 percent in 2017 to 50 percent in 2035 and 30 percent in 2080.”  (From 2009 Annual Report Summary, Social Security and Medicare Programs Boards of Trustees.)  In an address to the AMA in June 2009, President Obama said that health care reform would cost a trillion dollars over ten years.

When things collapse they will be accompanied by great screams from poor citizens who, thanks to your “generous” government, have gotten out of the habit of caring for their own needs.  But many other private citizens are concerned because the entitlement is all wrong.  Harriet Nelson wrote in a letter to the editors: “I am on Medicare and I wish the government would get out of the health care business and let us take care of ourselves.”

Maxine added: The U.S. is not alone in this “free” health care mess.  A number of other “generous” countries are finding themselves in the same kind of trouble.  Not only are their plans going deeply in the hole, but in some countries there are routinely waits of many months, or even years, before a patient can get a needed operation or other procedures.  If they wait long enough the patient will die and the system will save a lot of money.  And in some countries private medical care is illegal; all must partake of the government's often late and often inferior brand of medicine.  Some go to a neighboring country for their operation, if they can afford the trip as well as the operation.

WELFARE STATES

I asked how the Nutopian Government provides health care for its people; how does it avoid these financial disasters?  Maxine replied, Simple, we don't have the inevitable public-health-care disasters because we don't provide public health care.  Where is it written (except by vote-seeking politicians) that government is responsible, or should be responsible, for taking care of individuals; for feeding them, housing them, and trying to keep them well?  Your people have been so brainwashed for so long, that what I am saying probably sounds to you like complete heresy, but think about it.  Government’s taking responsibility for the personal needs of citizens is a recent concept in the long history of mankind.  The wise men among you saw from the start that it couldn't work, but the promises were too appealing, and your wise men were ignored.

You had to try it, to find out for yourselves.  Now that you are seeing the welfare-state concept fail in many great nations as well as in your own, are you smart enough to start listening, or do you still believe the free-lunch crowd?  With government assuming what historically have been personal responsibilities, there cannot help but be less food and less medical care for the poor; less food and less care because of the huge administrative costs, waste, corruption, inefficiency, vacillation, and mismanagement of government.

And that is only the efficiency side of the equation; the other concern is the control that I just mentioned.  “Welfare state”—I hear you arguing that the U.S. is not a welfare state—don't kid yourself!  Where was I?  Oh yes, the welfare state invariably takes power away from the individuals it serves (or controls).  In the case of medical care, not only is there less care for each dollar spent; but the recipients are apt to have less choice in what kind of health care they get, less choice of doctors, and less choice in when and where they receive that care.  “Yes, that operation is just what you need, but Medicare doesn’t cover it.”

Maxine continued: Most good people are concerned with the welfare of the truly unfortunate, and would like to help them.  In Nutopia the charity is outside of government.  As individuals we have the right to be selfish, the same as we have the right to be charitable.  Charity is a matter of personal choice; it must be left voluntary.  Fortunately you (and we) have a number of wonderful charity organizations to manage and wisely spend the generous donations of a many citizens.  Without your Medicare the percentage of people who donate to these voluntary health-care organizations would increase greatly.  I wish I had some figures to give you comparing voluntary personal donating in Nutopia to that in the United States, but I estimate that ours is several times higher.  We can afford to be more generous, since our taxes are so low.

Another thing: Government is about the least efficient organization you could choose to be your charities manager and medical-care manager.  A much higher percentage of the available money gets to the people it is intended for from non-profit charitable organizations.  Here is an example of the stupid waste in your system: Stephen Barr of the Washington Post, wrote a story about a U.S. Public Health Service physician who had been collecting $117,000 per year, year after year, to do nothing but sit in his government private office, drink coffee, phone his friends, read the newspaper, and build structures out of Styrofoam coffee cups (government-furnished cups of course).

This doctor had disagreements with his bosses; but did they terminate the guy?  No.  Did they find him a different government job?  No.  Instead they gave him the title of “Senior Medical Consultant to the Office of Planning Evaluation and Legislation in the Health Resources and Services Administration of the Public Health Service.”  Wow, was he ever important.  All that title with no duties!  Oh yes, and your government continued to renew his $15,000 “retention bonus” every year.  This bonus is for employees the Public Health Service doesn't want to lose to the private sector.  You pay this doctor his $117,000 salary plus $15,000 a year additional to keep him from going where he could actually help people.  How many cases worse than this do you have?  Heaven help you.

THE HIGH COST OF MEDICAL CARE

It was now a night or so later, but Maxine was eager to continue “educating” me on this subject: Your food prices have gone up with inflation of course, but the adjusted cost of eating has been roughly constant over the years.  Not so with medical care!  The cost of health care for your elderly through Medicare is over twice as much as it would be for equivalent health care without it, mostly because you have more bureaucrats, administrators, and clerks sitting at computers than you have doctors and nurses.  And not all the administrators and clerks you are paying for are in government offices, thousands are in doctor's offices and HMO offices trying to keep up with Medicare billings, directions, restrictions, and other paperwork forced upon them by the government.

But to be fair, we know that there are also other major factors in the high costs of modern medicine: expensive equipment, new procedures, and high-tech drugs.  When you were a kid I will bet you had a private family doctor whom you paid in full at the end of each visit.  Yes, we did. Our physician had an appropriate name: Dr. Goodheart.  I'm sure our goodhearted doctor had access to an X-ray machine, but that was probably the highest-tech piece of medical equipment commonly available then.  Electrocardiographs were not yet available in 1930 when I was ten; let alone fancy anesthesia machines (to replace the ether-soaked gauze mask Goodheart held over my nose when he took my tonsils out).  Ultrasonic imaging, MRI, Catscans, fiberoptic endoscopes, and dozens of other marvelous modern medical machines came much later; as did hundreds of new life-saving drugs.

Maxine listened to me half heartedly, but was impatient to talk again: Physical quality-of-life and life expectancy have gone way up, and continue to rise.  More healthful eating, better life styles, and safer jobs have also contributed to our greater longevity, but most of the pronounced increase in life expectancy is due to improved medical care.  I know many people who had serious but now-treatable medical problems, who would be dead now if they had been born fifty years earlier.  This is the good side of the coin.

But all of this wonderfully effective modern medical care; with its highly trained professionals, its super-expensive high-tech machines, and its new drugs; have greatly increased the cost of medical care for all civilized nations including Nutopia.  However, Nutopia has the least expensive equivalent health care, because it, unlike your United States and many other developed nations, has no Medicare or equivalent entitlement to add a huge administrative cost burden to the cost of the medical care itself.  “No entitlement?”  I'm sure that will sound uncaring in the extreme to many spoon-fed welfare citizens of the United States and elsewhere; but the truth is never as attractive as impractical rosy promises are.

I wish I could tell you that Maxine is wrong, but the evidence is strongly on her side.  Financially speaking, another bad part of the wonders of modern medicine is that we older people will live longer, on the average, than any previous people on earth (“Methuselah” excepted).  And we will be “entitled” (under present U.S. laws) to continuing Social Security and continuing Medicare and Medicaid for the rest of our longer lives.  How much longer do you younger readers wish to support me, if you can?

 Maxine brought in another factor: In 1980 China implemented a one-child-per-family law.  That did wonders in holding down the population growth; but due to improved medical care and other factors the old people aren't dying off as fast as they were supposed to.  Traditionally, in China the children in a family took care of their parents when they grew old.  Now however, there is little more than one child per family, and that one child is unable to take care of two parents who stubbornly refuse to die.  China's few hospitals and nursing homes are bursting at the seams.  Isn’t there a theory about social systems being able to succeed only as long as they are growing or expanding?  If there is, that theory is getting into trouble now, because the earth itself isn’t expanding.  We are running out of sufficient earth to support a constantly expanding population.

But back to medicine: Nutopian Government stays completely out of it.  There are no taxes for medical care; we only have to worry about our personal medical bills.  Per hour of consultation, per procedure, and per pill, our Nutopian private medical care costs much less than what your Medicaid and Medicare costs you though your government because of your very high Medicare and Medicaid overhead costs.  To repeat, we need only doctors, nurses, technicians and pharmacists, while you need those professionals plus twice that many other people: such as Medicare administrators, pencil pushers, paper shufflers, report writers, accountants, auditors, facility managers, computer experts, and pill-count checkers—and buildings to put all of these people in.  Oh, and your government, not your doctor, decides which ailments, procedures and medications are covered by Medicare or Medicaid, and which patients are out of luck.

There is surely overcharging to Medicare and Medicaid by doctors and hospitals, the ordering of tests that are not necessary, etc.  The more complex the system the more opportunity there is for abuse and graft.  Your Medicare and Medicaid are about as complex as anything comes.

Let me interrupt Maxine to relate a personal experience with medical insurance fraud.  About sixty years ago I was having some abdominal pain (I think it was caused by the stress of overwork), so I made an appointment with a doctor whom I knew personally on a non-professional basis.  The doctor's bill was to be paid by the medical coverage provided by my employer.  The doc gave me a complete physical and then sent me to a separate lab for abdominal X-rays.

By the time of my next appointment I was feeling a lot better and told the doctor so, but he announced that the X-rays showed that I had a duodenal ulcer, that a long period of special diet was required, and that I needed to plan an appointment with him every two weeks.  That doctor “treated” me for a year (but didn't seem to do anything except talk and have me get an intermediate X-ray or two).  After nearly a year he sent me back for more X-rays.  On my next appointment the doctor announced that the new X-rays showed that the ulcer was gone, I was “cured”, I wouldn't need to come in anymore, and I could resume my normal diet.

That was good news, but then I noticed a strange coincidence: My last appointment with the doctor just happened to be one week before my insurance coverage for the treatment of the ulcer ran out.  And there was another thing which seemed a little strange: I chatted with the radiologist during the final X-ray appointment, and he confided that he had never personally been able to see my supposed ulcer at all, on any of the X-rays.  I got a different doctor after that and told him what I have just written.  Out of curiosity he had me get another X-ray from a different radiology lab.  After reading that X-ray the new doctor told me that I had never had an ulcer because ulcers always leave a scar that is visible on X-rays, and I had no scar.

On hearing that true story Maxine said: How sad for you and sad that the world has some cheating doctors.  But the Medicare and Medicaid systems cheat the doctors.  They won't pay the doctors enough for their services.  This unfair pressure on these essential professionals is causing some of them to refuse to accept Medicare cases.  Let supply and demand determine the charges: Government price fixing is no good.  If the good doctors refuse to participate in Medicare and Medicaid, that leaves only the doctors who are not good enough to make it in private practice, to take the Medicare and Medicaid patients.

Which reminds me of a story: A doctor hired a plumber to do a job.  When it was completed the plumber presented his bill.  The doctor looked at it and exploded, “This is too high, I am a doctor, and I can’t charge this much.”  The plumber replied, “I know, I couldn’t charge this much either, when I was a doctor.”

THE PHILOSOPHY OF ENTITLEMENT

After we had talked about all of those specifics, Maxine went back to the basics: One of the areas where our countries differ is in the philosophy of entitlement.  Exaggerating only slightly, your average Joe seems to have come to believe that any person in your country (whether a citizen or not), or any citizen of the U.S. living in a foreign country, is entitled to the best of everything.  It is true that your Declaration of Independence states, “We hold these truths to be self evident, that all men are created equal, and that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”  This sentence is taught to most of your school kids, and has gained not only literary but almost sacred status.

However, there is considerable intellectual and political controversy regarding that historical statement in the country of its origin.  But there is no controversy over it here in Nutopia, because we know that it is wrong in a number of respects.  First “these truths”—if they are wrong they are not truths.  “Self evident”—evident that they are not true?  “All men are created equal”—How can that be, since we are taught that every person is unique.  That tells me that no two men can be equal, let alone “all men”.  And “men”—Let’s include the women too; don’t I count?  Your founders should have written, “people” not men.  People grow from infants, and no two infants are born equal either, not even identical twins.  In fact babies become more and more unequal as they mature into men and women.  “Endowed by their Creator”—there is now majority acceptance of some evolutionary theories proposed by Charles Darwin.  “Unalienable (or inalienable) rights”—It seems to us that there is considerable alienation of those supposed, “rights”.

Again I must interrupt Maxine, because that tirade of hers affected me deeply.  I was born and raised in The United States of America, and I am a patriotic citizen.  I learned that quote from our Declaration of Independence in grade school, and have loved it all of my life.  I became furious in listening to her try to rip it apart.  But when I settled down, put my emotions aside and analyzed what she said I could see that she was largely right.  But she was nit picking.  No one should be blamed for those inaccuracies.  Our founding fathers were deeply religious men, they had just won a revolutionary war over their former government, and they were emotionally driven to write a stirring document of independence.  Other good political writers would have done the same under the circumstances.  Now that I am forcing myself to listen analytically rather than emotionally, let us see what else Maxine had to say about that historical statement.

“Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”—The pursuit of happiness is just fine with us, but the word “pursuit” is vital to the statement.  Some people are more able to achieve a happy state than others are.  I’m sorry that we can’t provide an inalienable right to happiness.  Fortunately many kind-hearted people and organizations try to help make the unhappy happier, but in our opinion such goals should never be a function of government.

HUMAN RIGHTS

 This time Max was my communicator.  He seemed to repeat some of what Maxine his daughter told us in different words, but this is important stuff, and deserves a little repetition anyway.

“Inalienable rights” is a fine blood-stirring phrase, but “inalienable” isn't all that absolute.  Who decides what is inalienable?  In practice, in many societies, the actual liberties of any individual or minority group are only these that the majority, or the despot, wishes to give them.  Thrasymachus of Chalcedon put it this way in about 400 BC: “Right is what is beneficial for the stronger.”

The United Nations Universal Declaration Of Human Rights was proclaimed by the General Assembly in 1948.  It proclaims that free elementary education is a right and that it should be compulsory.  It is interesting to note, regarding this right or freedom of education, that the students are “compelled” to go to school, and the government is “compelled” to pay for it.  Some of their “rights” aren't rights at all: they are compulsions.

In the area of employment and economy The Universal Declaration of Human Rights requires “equal pay for equal work,” and supports the right to join trade unions.  But it also says no one may be compelled to join an association.  It specifies, “favorable conditions of work, and protection against unemployment.” It also requires “just and favorable remuneration, supplemented if necessary by other means of social protection.”

It goes on to say, “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and his family, including food, clothing, housing, and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.”  Wonderful!  What caring person could possibly disagree with any of this?  I'm surprised they didn't also provide the right to live in good health for eternity.

These are not “rights”, they are goals or objectives.  Many politicians make these kinds of promises, but no politician has delivered on them for “everyone”, only for the favored.  What self-respecting nation could possibly promise its people less?  Those who don't promise these desired miracles might be perceived by unrealistic people to be reactionary, evil, selfish, and uncaring.  Even if it were economically possible, guaranteed standards of living and other government-supplied economic advantages would have a major undesirable side effect.  They would greatly reduce individual responsibility, competition, ambition, self-esteem, and the development of skills and abilities.  Many would conclude that working for a living is too much work.  “I don’t need to work, the government will take care of me.”  Welfare states don't work because too many people in them don’t work, except when they are being watched by “The Man”.  With fewer productive workers and more drones the standard of living for everyone must go down.

In my opinion The United Nations could change their Universal Declaration from farcical to realistic by a simple addition: “Everyone should have the right to strive for the following.”  Excellent Max.  Maybe they will call that “The Max Amendment”; it certainly makes a maximum of sense.

Economic guarantees are not basic human rights, and every government that promises or gives these liberal gifts as rights or entitlements eventually ends up in trouble.  The downfall of the Soviet Union is a relatively recent example.  And the troubles of Germany, Sweden, Britain, Japan, the United States, and many other countries are accelerating.  Most developed countries have had a tendency in recent years to grant more and more: In other words they become more and more socialistic.  The more entitlements they grant, the sooner they end up in big financial trouble.

Roughly 50% of the United States federal budget, according to the Associated Press, is for direct benefit payments to individuals.  In the first years of your country that figure was zero percent or close to it, and I think an excellent case can be made that it should have been left at zero.  But since it wasn’t, it should now be returned to zero.  Boy, would that be difficult to achieve.

Government should not support people, because government has no money except that which it gets from the people.  Governments are only wealth sinks, not wealth sources.  The people should support their government, but only for activities that are indisputably the functions of government.  To require workers to support the non-workers is to deny the inalienable right of the workers to a high percentage of the fruits of their labors.

Most people are charitable to a degree.  The existence of the United Way, the Salvation Army, Red Cross, March of Dimes, Heart Association, American Cancer Society, and many others are proof of that.  Individuals and corporations give billions.  They could assume the welfare burden now unwisely assumed by your government much more efficiently than the government does.


At this point I interrupted Max with this question: “OK Max, you say that a great many things that are now claimed to be human rights are not basic human rights at all, and that we get into big trouble when we try to make them entitlements.  So if these things are not human rights, what things, if any, do you and other Nutopians consider to be basic human rights?”  Max had to think about that a bit, but his reply went something like this:


In your United States the collective first ten amendments to your excellent U.S. Constitution is called “The Bill of Rights.”  These first amendments are indeed valid basic human rights in the opinion of most Nutopians as well as that of most Americans who take the time to read them and think about them.  However, the interpretation of some of these rights as written has been subject to a great deal of controversy in your country: your Second Amendment for instance.  I hope we will be able to study that particular “right” in one of your later dreams.


In our opinions your Bill of Rights covers a few basic rights very well, but we feel that there are other conditions that equally deserve the designation of Human Rights.  We do not, however, include many of the concepts covered earlier in this discussion of Entitlements.  Just the other day I was cleaning out some old files and ran across a short list of “Human Rights”.  The list bears no signature and no date, but it is good enough that I am going to quote it rather than take the time to come up with a comparable list of my own.

He or she wrote: “You have the right to judge your own behavior, thoughts and emotions, and to take the responsibility for their initiation and consequences upon yourself.


You have the right to judge if you are responsible for finding solutions to other peoples’ problems


You have the right to change your mind, to make mistakes, and to be responsible for them.


You have the right to say ‘I don’t know’, to say ‘I don’t understand’, to say ‘I don’t care’ and to be illogical.


You have the right to be treated with respect, to have and express your own feelings, and to set your own priorities.


You have the right to say no without feeling guilty, the right to self-defense, to make your own choices and pursue your own goals as long as they don’t adversely affect others.


You have the right to be listened to and be taken seriously, to hold your own beliefs and attitudes, and to not be discriminated against on the basis of race, sex, or religion.


You have the right to privacy, to disagree, to worship, to freedom of movement, and the right to personal space, as long as you do not trespass on the space of others.”


Are these ‘rights’ all completely valid and perfectly stated?  Certainly not: perfection is most difficult to achieve, and its definition varies from person to person.  For instance, in my right to “personal space” are we talking about mental space or physical space?  How many square feet must my home have, or how many acres must my farm contain in order to meet this space right of mine?  And who or what is responsible for, or the right to supply me with my rightful space, myself or some governmental or charitable body?

INEQUALITY

Max went on: Studies have shown that except in starvation-level cases, on average people with low incomes are as happy as those with high incomes, but let’s talk about income for a minute.  In Nutopia, as in all other countries of the world, some of us live in less fancy homes than some others do, we don't eat as lavishly as some others, and our personal medical care is not as good as the care some others can buy.  We in Nutopia don't see all of that as discrimination, or feel that our government owes us.  That isn’t what governments are for.  Rule number one is that some people are poorer than others. Rule number two is that efforts to change rule number one by government entitlements doesn’t work in the long run.

Yes, some of us die earlier because we can’t afford the care that might have extended our lives, but that is the way it is.  Nature is full of inequalities.  Some animals live longer than others of their kind, some plants die prematurely, some rocks weather to dust before others, and some stars live millions or billions of years longer than others.

All men are not created equal, and we see no requirement to try to make them equal at government expense.  We believe that society as a whole is better served if some advantages continue to be earned by those with superior strength, skill, courage, experience, knowledge, intelligence, and/or ambition.

Individually we are interested in prolonging our lives, but that is a burden the taxpayers should not be asked to shoulder.  One of the legitimate advantages of becoming financially comfortable is that it may make possible the extension of one’s life span by wise living and care.

In your outside world there are millions of people who care so little about the length of their lives that they abuse drugs, alcohol, or both, eat fatty foods high in salt and low in nutrition, carry far too much weight, fail to exercise, engage in unsafe sex, and/or smoke.  (Did you know that in the United States, tobacco is linked to approximately 400,000 deaths a year? —US Food and Drug Administration.)  Yet your government spends billions of your dollars trying to extend the lives of these self-destructive people.

ENTITLEMENTS ARE WONDERFUL—AT FIRST

When governments and crafty vote-seeking politicians first start awarding all kinds of entitlements everything is rosy.  People spend their new “free” entitlement money and the economy therefore goes up.  But it doesn’t take very many years in most countries before the inherent problems start coming home to roost.  The country goes deeply into debt and the government may try to raise taxes enough to regain solvency.  It is always a losing battle.  Any government that is generous beyond its means cannot come out ahead; they can only slide further downhill financially.  The pyramid collapses.  The experiences of many nations attest to the truth of that statement.  It is so easy to grant entitlements but so difficult to take them away.  Nutopia wisely avoided handing them out in the first place.  Don’t act so darn smug, Max.

In 1974 a World Food Summit conference of the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization pledged to feed all the hungry of the world.  A noble and caring commitment supported by many counties, but it wasn't to be.  As a result of this promise the food production in some poor countries went down due to the influx of free food from richer nations.  Why make an effort if someone else is going to feed you for free?  And the generosity of the promisers (the United Nations delegates) far exceeded the generosity of the payers, (the working people of the world).

Also, there were more people than expected to feed because the world population continued to rise, especially in the poorest countries.  In fact it rose faster than before, because potential parents had been promised more food.  An additional 2.6 billion people will need to be fed by 2025 just by average population growth, according to a Newsday article by Josh Friedman.

More recently, Neil Gallagher, a top official of the World Food Program, was quoted as saying, “The countries that can't feed themselves damn well better produce something else they can sell.  Unless they can produce something, they will be out in the cold.”  A Food Summit in Rome concluded, “Henceforth, each nation will have primary responsibility for feeding its own people either by growing enough food or trading some other commodity to raise money to buy food.”

Of course, that is the way it has to be; the only way it can be in the long haul.  But look at the false hopes and new pain the social meddlers have given billions of people by their ill-advised and unrealistic promises.  They cannot save the world, and they make things worse by pretending they can.  As soon as you feed a third-world nation their birthrate goes up—so there are still more of them to starve when you are forced to stop feeding them.

Friedman said, “Projections of future food needs dwarf U.S. hopes that higher agricultural production will meet requirements.”  The U.S. Department of Agriculture projected that the 15 billion tons of food aid previously needed by poor countries per year will grow to at least 27 billion tons, possibly 40 billion tons, within a decade.  Most of the increased need will be in sub-Saharan Africa.

We in Nutopia admire the approach the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation is taking.  They fully understand the above arguments and are therefore not attempting to supply the world with free food.  Instead they are providing food-needy countries with tools and knowledge that will enable them to work more effectively and greatly increase their own food production.

FARING WELL WITHOUT WELFARE

In an Associated Press article a decade ago, Governor Pete Wilson of California said we must end a welfare system that undermines the work ethic, that traps generations into dependency, discourages marriage, has driven fathers out of the homes, and encourages out-of-wedlock births.  Wilson’s observations are as valid today as they were then.

The low-income people in Nutopia are better off than yours in the United States are, because those people know they are responsible for their own welfare, and they work instead of loaf on the dole.  And they save much more than your poor people do, because their taxes are so much lower—and they have no national debt to pay off.

A yo-yo is a fun toy; its repetitive up and down motion is neat.  Yo-yoing laws, however, cause nothing but human misery and bigger debts.  You raise benefits, raise taxes, lower taxes, and lower the benefits.  That last action infuriates the population, so you must raise the benefits again.  But you can’t raise taxes again so you raise your national debt instead.  Stability in government is essential if you are going to treat your people fairly.  If you let your politicians give things to the masses that cannot be sustained in the long run, you have a sick system.  Somehow your thinking people must be heard and put a stop to such childishness.  Put the yo-yo away, you are too old for it.

Those who are really needy, those who must have help, are also better off here in Nutopia, because a lot of our (private) charity money isn't misappropriated or wasted in supporting bureaucrats.  Here if a hundred dollars is donated, a needy person gets a hundred dollars, not just a small part of it.

Nutopian people are not so uncaring that they would eliminate all welfare and let the poorest starve, but what is the optimum amount of welfare?  In all fifty of your States, welfare benefits exceed the official poverty line; and welfare is more than the minimum wage in all states!  “Welfare more than the minimum wage—in the United States?  Doesn’t that encourage our people to go on welfare rather than work?” I asked Max in disbelief.  Yes, he replied.  “Do you think that ever happens?” I asked naively.  Oh Yes, he replied, quite frequently.

Max went on: Some welfare will always be necessary, but to take care of the needs of average and poor-but-not-destitute citizens is stupid.  If government had some secret source of free wealth, all of your nice-sounding entitlements would be wonderful (except for the government control over the lives of citizens that entitlements invariably produce).  But in the real world where what you get from any government is only part of what you give it, how can you people be so blind?  Time after time you fall for the politicians’ promises of something for nothing, or fall for their equally ridiculous assumption that government can take care of your needs better than you yourself can.  Idiots!  Enough Max, we get the message.

After he calmed down a bit, and before I woke up, he asked me: Would you be willing to give up all the wonderful “free” things your government gives you?  I hadn't thought about it in quite those terms before so I paused a bit before I answered: It depends, Max.  If you mean would I give up my Social Security, Medicare, income-tax deductions, subsidized airline fares, subsidized dairy products, and a lot of other bonuses I didn't ask for and am little aware of, while my fellow citizens keep all of theirs, no way! I couldn't afford it.  But if you mean, would I give up this entire government largess if all of us were going to give it up, you bet I would.  I would be much better off, because far fewer government workers would be living off of me; and I would have much more control over my own life.  When the government “gives” me something it invariably takes some power away from me.  Would I like to live in Nutopia?  You bet—if I could bring my wife and family?  But until Nutopia invites me, the United States, with all its problems, is my preference over any other country I am familiar with.

Chapter 5

NATIONAL DEBT

In another of my dreams Max started out: Nutopia doesn't have any national debt.  Allowing national debt would be considered unethical here, because our generation, the borrowers, wouldn’t live long enough to pay it back.  Effectively we would be stealing it from our own children and grandchildren.  And once the tradition of debt was established here, and its short-term advantages experienced, our children in turn would steal still more from their children in that way.  That wouldn’t be fair to them; now would it?  This concept isn’t limited to just national debt, it applies to such financial areas as Social Security and medical coverage.

In practice some of the above turn out to be a lot like Ponzi schemes.  Do you Americans really believe that the future will permit your country to be so wealthy you could not only stop borrowing more but also pay off the enormous debts you are now precipitously accumulating?  How do you justify the assumption that your current national financial needs are more serious than your future needs will be?  You appear inexcusably profligate to us, Uncle Sam.  Have you checked your international credit rating lately?  From our view it looks ultra lousy and rapidly growing worse.

With regard to Max's remarks and embarrassing questions, a little U.S. financial history may be appropriate here.  Up until 1791 we had no national debt. By 1815 we had borrowed up to a hundred million, and paid it all off by 1885.  Can you imagine that?  We paid off all of our national debt.  The Civil War resulted in a new and deeper hole of 2.7 billion.  We worked to pay that off, and got it down to one billion in 1915.  World War One led to a national debt of 24 billion in 1920.  We paid off a third of that and got down to 16 billion by 1930.  The great depression bounced it up to 29 billion in 1935.  World War II raised it to 259 billion in 1945.  We tried to pay it off again, but had only repaid 1.3 billion of the 259 by 1950.

In 1985, responding to pressures to balance the budget, Congress passed the Gramm-Rudman-Hollings Act, the “Balanced Budget Amendment Act”.  Quoting Wikipedia, “This act soon became a convenient target for opponents of all stripes: some blamed it for government failing to meet perceived needs, for not abolishing the deficit, and anything else that might be wrong with government.  When it began to affect popular programs, and was partly overturned in the courts, it was first amended to postpone the strength of its effects until later years, and then repealed in its entirety.”

The debt gradually rose to five trillion dollars by 1995.  As I write it is August, 2009.  In 2008 we had a federal deficit of $459 billion.  This year the deficit will be about $1.6 trillion, more than triple what it was just a year ago.  And even more frightening, that Deficit is over six times what the National Debt was in 1945 after WW II.

Three items stand out in this enormous current deficit: The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Medicaid and Medicare, and the handouts for “economic stimulus” and bailing out banks and corporations to prevent bankruptcies.  We are of course handing out money we don’t have.  At the moment the national debt is 11.35 trillion dollars and rising.  That is three million seven hundred and three thousand dollars from every man woman and child living in the United States at this time.  Somebody is going to have to loan me a lot of money so that I can pay off my share.  But then how would I pay off that personal debt?

 Needless to say, paying the interest on the enormous federal debt seriously reduces the money we have for current needs.  And of course we have to get the deficit to zero and keep it there before we can start whittling away at the debt.  We are in deep yogurt, fellow citizens; and it is getting deeper at an appalling rate.

According to The Associated Press and major newspapers: Deficits of this magnitude require dramatically more government borrowing from China and other creditors, driving the accumulated national debt to nearly $23 trillion by 2019.

National debt is a fine political football; the Republicans say it is the fault of the Democratic administrations, and the Democrats say the Republicans did it to us.  Actually both parties have been approximately equally guilty over the long haul.  And both blame the other for not spending more money for all kinds of "worthy" causes, yet both blame the other for raising taxes and also for going deeper into debt.

In response to all of that, Max said, In the U.S. you put caps on your state spending, and “debt limits” on your national spending, but they always end up being temporary.  It is almost criminal to exceed your budgets, or to have a national debt at all, let alone continue to let it rise.  But as long as the crime continues, the debt limits, temporary as they invariably end up being, probably slow down the spending a little bit until the debt limit is raised again.
Your enormous national debt tells us in Nutopia that your citizens as a class are very unwise, very decadent, and/or completely unable to direct your chosen leaders.  Part of your problem is pride.  “The United States is the greatest nation on earth", or so you pretend it to be as you continue to spend trillions you don't have.

Most of your administrations and congresses promise to balance the budget; but usually the plans they present are such that little if any of the pain is set to occur while they are still in office.  There are always “urgent needs” that must be taken care of first, and then the budget will be balanced (Oh yeah?)  Your “courageous” leaders schedule the pain to occur years down the road, after they are gone.

You must recognize and accept the fact that in the last twenty or thirty years, the standard of living you have made for yourselves in the United States through borrowing has been very much higher than your sustainable standard of living.  You never should have allowed it in the first place, but you must stop living so high.  In fact you must live far below the level that would be normally sustainable, since you must now pay off your huge debt.  Are you scared yet?  Do you get it?  Do you care?

SPOILED ADULTS

Max came up with an interesting analogy: We have all seen spoiled kids, and it is usually their parents who pampered and spoiled them.  We can compare the United States Government to overprotective, overly generous parents; and compare the pampered citizens of the U.S. to pampered kids.  “Spoiled” kids and “entitled” citizens have another trait in common, they may start out respecting their benefactors, but the more they get the more they want, and the less respect they have for the giver.  Spoiled kids and entitled citizens seldom give a thought to the financial problems of the giver; their agendas are more selfish.  Only if sons and daughters are later asked to support elderly but previously over-generous parents, and only when the citizens are faced with putting a bankrupt nation back together, do they really have to worry about it.  And even then, the spoiled citizen's thoughts are almost surely, “How could my country do this to me, cutting off my entitlements like this?”  You in the U.S. have a big wave of “baby-boomers” retiring about now.  They are expecting to be covered by Medicare, but Medicare may well be bankrupt while they are still depending upon it.  They also expect Social Security, which is also in huge trouble.

GENEROUS TO A FAULT

Your government not only gives money it doesn't have to your “entitled” citizens and your “illegal” immigrants, but also gives money you don't have to foreign countries.  Many of these gifts or loans later backfire, and different factions in the U.S. often disagree as to which side of a foreign dispute you should support.  But let's consider an obviously worthy hypothetical case: relief for a major foreign natural disaster.  All caring people will agree that giving such relief would be a humane and wonderful thing to do, but whether a nation that is deeply in debt and rapidly sinking deeper can afford to do it is another question.  One group of your citizens will always say, “We have to help them!” while another (usually much smaller) group will say, with just as much conviction, “We can't help them, we are broke!”  Broke?  No, “We are not broke,” some of your people would say, “we are just in debt."  The Oxford American Dictionary defines broke as: “having spent all of one's money.”  You Americans are not just broke; you are around twelve trillion dollars beyond broke!

Another leader of yours once addressed the issue of foreign help: “We must face the fact that the United States is neither omnipotent nor omniscient, that we are only six 

percent of the world's population and that we cannot right every wrong or reverse every adversity, and that therefore there cannot be an American solution to every world problem.”—John F. Kennedy.  Beautifully stated, Jack, but I regret to report that it is now a number of decades later, and America still doesn’t understand your message.  Needless to say (but I will say it anyway), if individuals, organizations, and corporations that are not broke wish to help relieve foreign disasters, more power to them.

THE SWEETNESS OF DELUSION

Max was no diplomat; instead he was painfully blunt: What a great nation you seemingly have, your standard of living is one of the highest in the world.  But this borrowed standard of living is much higher than your sustainable standard of living would be.  When you stop your deficit spending and start paying back your debt you will really have to cinch up your belts, and that is exactly why your politicians don't have the guts to start.  Such unpopular actions would be political suicide.  With the current mindset of a high percentage of your population, you would never elect or reelect a politician who had the courage to honestly tackle your deficit and debt problems.  Will you ever elect leaders who will have the political courage to balance the budget and start paying off your national debt?  That would be popular with thinking citizens, but extremely unpopular with the millions whose “entitlements” will have to be cut or eliminated.  Aren't there a few potential leaders in your great country whose patriotism exceeds their need for personal power; that can straighten out the thinking of your no-thought-to-the-future masses, and lead the United States out of this coming disaster?

In 1996 June O'Neill, then director of the Congressional Budget Office said, “All the budget cutting rhetoric has left the basic problem unresolved.  We are measurably closer to fiscal meltdown.  Our leaders are doing nothing about it; except blaming each other, protecting their backsides, and waiting for the problem to get worse.”  Thirteen years later, your problems are still unsolved: your deficit is around one and a half trillion dollars worse, and your national debt it around seven trillion dollars worse than they were in 1996.  Those numbers are just estimates of course, but I can safely say that they will be higher tomorrow than they are today.  And pardon the underlining, but I don’t know how to write trillion without underlining it.  Or, I could write a trillion dollars as $1,000,000,000,000.  I am told that those twelve zeros add up to considerably more than zero.

I asked Max, “But what if our governments or our people want something right away, and don't have the money to pay for it?”  He replied: You spoiled people (spoiled in large share by your vote-seeking politicians and your slick misleading advertising) think you have to have your every whim and wish fulfilled.  You used the word, “want” something.”  But even if you had said, “have to have something right away” I might have argued with you.  The only things I would grant that you would have to spend money for right away are protection against sudden and unsuspected foreign aggression, a cure for a major national pandemic, or something equally vital to your very mass survival as persons and as a country.  All other things are just wishes that do not merit the foolish step of national borrowing.

COLLAPSE

Max continued: How far beyond broke can you go before you break?  What happens in a bankrupt nation?  Will there still be jobs?  Will there be food?  Will your money be worth anything?  Will there be looting, rape, and murders?  I suspect that many of your leaders would abandon ship.  A current example of a country without a government is Somalia, an anarchy where chaos and piracy reign.

I feel I have to try to scare you guys like this, in the hope that it will wake you up.  Nutopians greatly admired the United States until recent decades, but you really have us worried now, and we would like to help straighten out your thinking and resulting life styles before it is too late for you.  Stated more bluntly, we would like to pound some sense into your stupid heads.

Unless there are some very major changes made very soon, it is likely that one or several foreign countries will take over the United States, and they won't have to do it by force of arms.  For decades Japan has been quietly but rapidly buying up U.S. businesses; and Japanese companies have been building factories in the United States.  But now Japan has its own problems.  Now it looks more likely that China would be the country to buy out a bankrupt United States of America.  The balance of trade between China and the U.S. has been grossly in favor of China for a long time, and China has been providing most of the financial credit that the United States needs to stay afloat, especially in the last several years.  In the American province of China, Ta’i chi could replace Pilate’s, and Starbucks could switch from coffee to green tea.

We have read of the problems in Germany after their government collapsed at the end of World War II.  There was no food, no police, no transportation, no fuel, no power, no anything except misery; and crimes of all kinds were rampant.  It was terrible there, until the U.S., with its Marshall Plan, and other nations came in and helped Germany to reorganize and rebuild.  Which countries, if any, are going to help (or occupy) the U.S.A. if your government collapses?  What about defunct pensions, Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security?  Are you scared yet?

This morning (June 16, 2009), in an address to the AMA, President Obama said, “If we do not fix our health care system America may go the way of General Motors—going broke.”  He declared the system a “ticking time bomb.”  Of course your leaders will continue to try to prop up your crumbling financial system, but they can't keep pulling more rabbits out of empty hats.  Trying to rob Peter to pay Paul is fruitless if Peter is petered out.

STANDARD OF LIVING

Max stressed one very important final point on the subject of debt: You must realize that since you in the United States have been living beyond your means for much of the history of your country, and have gone far far beyond your means in the last couple of decades, your standard of living has been artificially higher than ours in debt-free Nutopia.  When and if you face up to the very serious position you are in, and undertake to pay off your debt, don’t forget that your standard of living must go down markedly.  Again, there is no free lunch.  For most of you the required frugal habits will be painful to develop and accept.

The alternative is to go right on spending—for as long as you can—which won’t be long.  Then you will have not just bankruptcy; it will be “Nationruptcy”.  Are you scared yet?  More importantly, is your nation going to face up to this problem?  All of your other problems fade to insignificance compared to your national debt.

Chapter 6

FREEDOM FOR SOME

I thought Max would be the Nutopian of my dream on this subject, but it was his daughter Maxine again.  She went into this subject of freedom from the philosophical standpoint.  Some of it was pretty deep for my tastes, actually.  She did teach me a lot, but it was touch and go as to whether I should skip class (by going back to sleep).

When anything is prohibited there are outcries about freedoms of speech and freedoms of action.  We point out to these out-crying people that “freedoms” sometimes have to be limited otherwise we would have anarchy.  We do not have the freedom to murder each other, to burn down houses, to ignore tax bills, to drive the wrong way on one-way streets, or to do or not do many other things.  The freedom of individuals and society to live in peace and safety takes precedence over an individual's freedoms to take actions contrary to these good societal freedoms.  We are most concerned with the rights of the majority, but the rights-of-individuals are also vital.

Most religions specify certain limitations on freedoms: Did you know that the Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and Protestant religions share essentially the same Ten Commandments?  Nutopia strictly enforces freedom of religion and avoids passing laws that would impose the beliefs and moral values of part of the populace upon the rest of the populace.  If I wish to take an action or hold a belief to which you object, but which wouldn’t hurt you, I must be allowed to do so without harassment.  I did not elect you to be my moral chaperone, or the protector and savior of my soul (if any), and I reject your kind offer of guidance.  I have given the matter adequate thought and made up my own mind on the subject.  If you don't care for my decision—tough—you don't have to like it, it is none of your business, butt out and leave me alone.  If you feel that God wants you to direct me, be advised that I don't need a middleman.  You may ask God to contact me directly.  If He does I will listen to what He has to say on the matter.  Maxine sometimes speaks too bluntly and irreverently for my tender ears and polite nature.  But?  She continued.

MAJORITIES AND MINORITIES

In order to make a point that is applicable to the freedoms issue, let me talk about murder for a minute.  Let's assume that 99.99 percent of the people are against the commission of murder.  That leaves 0.01 percent of the population that is in favor of murder or is neutral on the matter.  Since these numbers show that we overwhelmingly consider murder to be wrong, we wisely have laws that make the commission of murder a crime.  However, these laws abridge freedom of action in the pro-murder segment of our society.  Within themselves, all abridgements of personal rights and liberties are seen as unfortunate; but this prohibition of the freedom to commit murder is justified because an overwhelming majority is against it.  Further, legalizing murder would violate the murder victim’s right to life.

Cannibalistic societies present some interesting questions, since their right to eat also enters the equation.  And the generally more acceptable eating of animals instead of humans raises the question of animal rights.  But the nourishment of nature as a whole depends upon well established natural food chains: the predators and the victims, the carnivores and the herbivores.

But plants live too.  All humans, all lower animals, and even some plants are so murderous that they kill other living things that one could argue should also have rights to life.  Such thinking leads us into a morass of contradictions.  The usual conclusions, which are seldom stated, are that plant lives are the least important, animal lives more important, larger animals more important than smaller ones, and humans of course, are at the top of the heap; the most important of all—we like to think.  Humans feel free to murder bacteria, at the bottom of the heap, with no thought to those organisms right to life.  But bacteria are far from defenseless and their will to live is strong.  We become upset and feel defeated when a smart strain of bacteria manages to become immune to our antibiotic weapons against it.  This is warfare between the microscopic and the macroscopic.

But let’s go back to humans against humans.  You in the outside world sometimes try to deny rights to or harass other homo sapiens who are different from you in some way that displeases you.  These are infractions of good manners, and infractions of the law in many instances.  Most of us try to be decent, but alternatively, if you are a bad person you might conclude that humans are basically rotten, and that you are therefore entitled to be equally or more competitively rotten.

Wow.  That was an upsetting speech, Maxine.  I never took a course in philosophy, sociology, or whatever it is where you learn things like that.  And frankly, I am not sure I would want to.

ABORTION

The degree of acceptance of actions is pivotal.  Personal freedoms are very important to us, therefore in any plebiscite on whether a particular freedom should be abridged; the decision point should be shifted far toward freedom-of-choice.  As an example, if 65-percent of the people are against abortions then abortions should still be legal for those who want them.  Those who choose not to have abortions personally are not free to dictate that others refrain from legal abortions.

But if, let's say 95-percent of the population is against abortion on moral grounds, then we might conclude that it is necessary to outlaw abortion much as we have outlawed murder, even though such action violates the freedoms of the five-percent minority who would choose to have personal abortions.

Aha! I've got you, Maxine!  You say murder should be and is illegal, yet abortion is murder, so it also has to be illegal.  She replied: The catch to that argument is that the majority in both of our countries has ruled that abortion is not murder, at least in the early stages of pregnancy.  Those who disagree have been legally overruled.  Most Nutopians and the Nutopian Government reject the idea that early prenatal life is sacred in any special way.

Abortions are legal in the United States, but should they ever be mandatory?  In Nutopia prenatal tests must be performed, and a fetus that is found to be seriously deformed or impaired, physically or mentally, must be aborted.  That law takes into account the parents, who would have great emotional and financial problems in raising the child, only to see it painfully struggle to have a meaningful life.  And the law considers the additional burden the taxpayers would have if unfit babies were medically cared for, raised, and supported for life at government expense.

If merchandise that was ordered is known before delivery to be excessively damaged or defective, that order may be cancelled.  The item desired (in this case a healthy infant) can be reordered later at negligible cost from an unlimited supply of privately owned baby-making ingredients.  Some assembly required.  Most male/female couples are fertile over an ample time range, and they can have all the children they want and can afford.  Human fetuses are far from an endangered species.  Just the opposite: overpopulation is a major problem worldwide.  The Nutopian Government considers badly damaged fetuses to be God's or nature’s rejects.  In the natural world, the law of survival of the fittest applies, and misguided efforts by mankind to change that natural law are ill advised.  The wise animal mother lets the runt of the litter die rather than under-nourish the entire litter.  Humans should be equally wise.

There is one exception to the Nutopian law that requirs the abortion of seriously faulty fetuses: If, after counseling, a financially able couple wishes to give birth to and raise a seriously impaired child they may do so if they sign a document committing themselves to pay all of the child’s medical bills and all other costs connected with it rearing, education, and life, with no costs to the taxpayers.

But Maxine: What if that couple later separates, dies, becomes indigent, or they just plain welsh on the deal?  Well—yes—that complicates matters.

THE RIGHT TO DIE

She continued to educate: In recent years, particularly in your United States, “the right to die” has been the subject of much popular as well as legal controversy.  A decade ago your famous (or infamous, depending upon your position) Doctor Jack Kevorkian helped 130 terminally ill people who were in pain and wanted to die.  He helped each one to achieve a vital current personal goal—to die.  He was punished for it, but he was a hero to millions.

This particular right or freedom, “the right to die”, like capital punishment and abortion, has opposition roots in religious beliefs.  Fortunately many ancient beliefs are gradually changing.  Most fundamentalists may still say that we have no “right to die”: In their opinions the decisions on when to terminate lives must be left to higher powers.  But it appears to have always been acceptable to pray to try to influence the almighty to extend the life of an ill person.  And fortunately most of those same people now also consider it acceptable to extend the life of persons by modern medical procedures and medicines.  (Modern medicine is seen to have a higher batting average than praying.)  So, to lengthen natural life is generally acceptable, but to shorten natural life in any way for any reason is seen as a sin by some.  These people seem to be saying that tampering with the natural lifespan of each of us may or may not be sinful, depending upon the direction in which we wish to tamper.

In a government strictly controlled by religion all “sins” will also be “crimes”.  But in freedom-of-religion governments, such as those of the United States and of Nutopia, a religious sin may or may not be a crime, depending upon the current wishes of the voters, not upon an interpretation of something written by less knowledgeable persons thousands of years age.

Some silly thoughts occur to me: If suicide is a crime then capital punishment would be the most appropriate sentence for those committing that crime.  Numerous advantages would accrue from this choice of punishment: The accused would need no defense lawyers, would have had his own choice of execution method, and could not complain of cruel or unusual punishment.  And the taxpayers would save the expenses of providing him with free room and board and other advantages on “death row”, for a decade or more.  There would also be no expensive appeals on behalf of the already deceased person accused of the crime of suicide.

Is that supposed to be funny, Maxine?  Sorry.  No, not funny, just food for thought.  In Nutopia if a healthy parent or a healthy spouse commits suicide and leaves a child or a dependent spouse to shift for him or herself, that is considered abandonment.  If a person deeply in debt takes his or her life, that is default on the debt; but if an elderly person doomed to pain or misery commits suicide that act is considered sensible, honorable, and courageous.

But what about the legality of assisting people to die?  Since many suicides make sense, it likewise makes sense for society to recognize a need for assistance if the candidate is unable to carry out the task personally.  Nutopia therefore has legalized assisted-suicide, and it is working very well.

Sure, there is an occasional case where a question arises as to whether an assisted person really wanted to die, but the Nutopian controls are well thought out, and any miscarriages of justice which do occur are minor compared to the tremendous good and peace of mind which these humane and intelligent laws bring the citizens.

If you in the outside world force your seriously ill or seriously disabled to continue horrible painful lives they have decided they want to end, you commit discrimination of the most barbaric kind.  I understand that you have an organization called Compassion & Choices, which supports legislation to legalize the rights of the disabled to have help of they choose to terminate their misery.  More power to them!  I hope that if you personally are ever in a vegetative state, or if you otherwise find it illogical or excessively stressful to continue to live, that it will by then be legal to help each other in your state, or to receive help from your doctors.  I have heard that many physicians surreptitiously help patients who desperately seek death, but such professionals do so at great risk of being discovered by “the authorities” and punished for “their crimes.” 

Your Judge Stephen Rienhardt wrote, “A competent terminally ill adult, having lived nearly the full measure of his life, has a strong liberty interest in choosing a dignified and humane death rather than being reduced at the end of his existence to a childlike state of helplessness, diapered, sedated, incontinent.  How a person dies not only determines the nature of the final period of his existence but, in many cases, the enduring memories held by those who love him.”

I am very pleased to see that progress is been made in the U.S. in these matters.  In 1990 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that there is a right to die to the extent that there is a right to refuse life-prolonging treatment—to request that the plug be pulled.  The 9th Circuit Court wrote, “No decision is more painful, delicate, personal, important, and final than the decision on how and when one's life shall end.”  In Nutopia we do not limit assisted suicide to the terminally ill or to those in pain.  The right to die is just as basic for all of us as the right to live.

You put your pets out of their misery if there is no longer hope of happy life for them.  You do this because you love them.  I therefore cannot understand how some of you can refuse that same helping hand to beloved fellow human beings.  And worse, you would deny others the right to offer that helping hand.  If this is a religious taboo it tells me that your God must love animals more than humans; and it appears that He has good reasons to love the lower animals more than some humans.

A little recent history: The Netherlands and Switzerland have decriminalized the practice of assisted suicide.  In 2006 the United States Supreme Court decided to leave the matter of assisted suicide to the individual states.  Oregon has allowed assisted suicide since 1997, and as of 2007 a total of 46 people had taken lethal doses of legally prescribed medication in that state.  In November 2008, in the State of Washington, a “Death with Dignity” measure passed by 58 percent.  Major newspapers, and health and other major associations supported the measure.  The Catholic Church did not publicly oppose it.  A number of Washington doctors have announced their willingness to serve in Death with Dignity cases, but several have publicly stated that they will not participate.  Nutopia is strongly behind this common-sense humanitarian movement.

Chapter 7

THE NUTOPIAN JUSTICE SYSTEM

As might be expected, the founders of the Nutopian Republic patterned their justice system after the more successful of those in other countries.  However they concluded that certain practices in the operation of the courts in the United States, for instance, are absolutely ridiculous, and they think they have effectively avoided incorporating our mistakes into their superior system.  

Max told me: We Nutopians are tough on crime; we don't pamper criminals at the expense of our law-abiding citizens.  In our country the rights of society outweigh the rights of the accused.  All law-abiding citizens of Nutopia have civil rights very similar to those in the U.S.; but the moment there is significant evidence levied against a suspect, his or her civil rights are put on hold.  And if the suspect is convicted, he or she loses all civil rights including the right to life itself in capital-offense cases.  If the suspect is declared innocent, all civil rights are returned, but his rap sheet remains permanently active and he or she is permanently on a mild form of probation.  Why the probation?  Because a verdict of innocence may be wrong, just as a verdict of guilty may be wrong.

FAIR PLAY IN NUTOPIA

There seems to be a rather general feeling in your country that unmarked police cars, or police cars hiding from potential speeders, are unfair.  Unfair to the speeders?  This is not a game for God’s sake; the object is to enforce the law to protect innocent people, not to play games with errant motorists.

Hunting wild animals isn't a game either, even if the hunters do call their victims “game”.  The hunter who hides in a blind to increase his ability to murder fellow creatures apparently considers his actions fair, but if that same hunter is caught breaking the speed limit by a cop hiding behind a billboard, he may argue that the officer’s tactics were unfair.  In Nutopia using subterfuge to facilitate killing innocent people and animals is considered unfair, while use of subterfuge to apprehend criminals is very fair.  Criminals use unfair tactics and the law must be allowed the same sneakiness.  All is fair in love, war and crime.

Private radar detectors and laser detectors are illegal in Nutopia; and their sale to individuals is illegal.  We can't afford to put police and radars everywhere.  The object of a few patrolmen with radar or lasers, who move from place to place, is to try to get people to obey the speed limits all of the time.  So we don't permit people to carry electronic gadgets to defeat that objective.  If a radar detector is found when a car is stopped for another reason, the fine is heavy and the detector is confiscated.  On the other hand, devices to sound a warning to the driver when he or she exceeds the speed limit are encouraged.

CITIZEN RIGHTS ABOVE CRIMINAL RIGHTS

In the United States the American Civil Liberties Union zealously protects the liberties of the accused and of convicted criminals, among others.  Since the liberties and rights of convicts are taken away in Nutopia, and the rights of suspects are in limbo, our equivalent of the ACLU finds less use for its services.  It appears to us that the ACLU is of great value to the members of the American Bar Association, since its efforts frequently result in the need for more lawyers, both for the defense and for the prosecution.  

Since the percentage of law-abiding citizens far exceeds the percentage of criminals, Nutopian law logically provides far more protection for the rights and liberties of law-abiders than for the law-breakers.  It's very curious that the United States and some other countries lean so far over backward in trying to avoid any possible breach of 

justice for the accused: so far that you seem to practically forget the rights, liberties, and safety of the majority: the citizenry for whose protection the laws were written in the first place.

In Nutopia we try hard to avoid imprisoning or executing an innocent person by mistake.  Such a mistake is horrible, but not as horrible as the reverse.  The possibility of incarcerating or taking the life of one suspect who is not guilty as charged is nowhere nearly as serious a miscarriage of justice in Nutopia as is releasing a person who would be a significant threat to many innocent people in the future.

Another important point: We don’t give our criminals credit for their failures in their illegal activities.  By that I mean if a robber tries to rob a bank, and something goes wrong for him: he gets no money and hurts no one, but is caught, we consider him just as guilty of robbery as we would if he had succeeded.  Why should we excuse him because he was unsuccessful?  Why should we let him off so he can use the lessons he learned in that failed attempt to be more successful next time?

We also apply this concept to the crime of murder.  We understand that in your courts if a murder attempt fails to kill, but leaves the intended victim seriously injured, you wait to see if the victim will die.  That is silly in our opinion.  The criminal was guilty of intent to kill.  Whether or not he or she was fully successful in that effort is beside the point.  If the victim does not die, why excuse the accused in any way for being a poor shot, using a dull knife, having a weak arm, or having insufficient knowledge of anatomic vital spots.  He is a murderer—in this case an unsuccessful but equally guilty murderer.  We charge him immediately after the attack, and that charge does don’t change with the death or survival of the victim.

BAIL


In the United States, strange as it sounds to us in Nutopia, your justice system is routinely and legally bribed.  Worse yet, the justice system itself specifies the amount of bribe it demands.  Going back a step, after a suspect is apprehended, the system decides whether that suspect is enough of a current danger to society that he must be locked up prior to and during his trial.  Then the justice system sets a monetary “bail-bond” figure that a profit-making organization (bail bond company) can guarantee in order to bribe the system to change its mind and let the dangerous suspect out to commit crimes during the usually extended period before he or she is tried and judged.  In other words, your justice system, for a price, abdicates its responsibility to protect society, and turns it over to the bail bondsmen.


This strange aberration of justice appears to be a win win system for all concerned if the freed suspect behaves himself before and during the trial.  The justice system and therefore the taxpayers save money by not having to support and care for the suspect, the suspect retains his freedom (at least temporarily), and the bail bondsmen make money.


But when the justice system’s initial decision that this bailed suspect was too dangerous to go free during this extended interval turns out to be right, then “all hell breaks loose” as the old saying goes.  Example: An article by reporter Andrew Barber, for the Seattle Times of December 4, 2009 and many other published sources tell us of a suspect by the name of Maurice Clemmons, a man with an early history of mental instability, convictions of aggravated robbery, theft, burglary and firearms possession.  Clemmons had received a 108-year prison sentence in Arkansas but was released by then Governor Mike Huckabee in 2000.  After that release he was found guilty of another robbery, sentenced to ten years, and paroled in 2004.  After that he moved to Washington State where he was suspected of more robberies, drug smuggling, and child rape.  He was apprehended and jailed three more times in 2009, and was released on bail each time.  In late November 2009 he walked out of jail for the last time, on a $190,000 bond.  Six days later he killed four police officers.  (Another police officer found and killed him a day or two later, after Clemmons drew a gun on the policeman.)  Will your United States Justice System ever get its act together?  The practices of allowing prisoners to be released on bail, and of executive pardons, are stupid.

LIFE SENTENCES

Max continued: Although you don't execute very many criminals in the United States, you do sentence a lot of them to life imprisonment.  That theoretically keeps them from committing repeat crimes, but all too often it doesn’t.  Unfortunately your justice system has shown itself to be almost completely unable to carry out its “life sentences”.  The U.S. courts have sentenced thousands of people to “life,” but relatively few of them die of old age in prison.  The longest recorded prison term in U.S. history was 68 years and 8 months.  This “life sentence” was being served by a murderer who declined parole, but was finally paroled against his wishes and died on the outside. —from Marilyn vos Savant.  Apparently you assume that the older a criminal becomes the less danger he poses to society.  That may be true in most cases, but if dementia develops, violence is often one of the symptoms, and a previously un-violent criminal may become violent.

Another thing that looks absolutely crazy to us is that you often sentence criminals to several consecutive life terms (or is it to several life sentences to be served concurrently?)  My mind is unable to follow that kind of logic; lawyers must learn some things I was never taught.  I thought we have only one life each, but apparently multiple-life sentencing means something to the courts.  If it didn't make sense I'm sure they wouldn't do it.  After all your lawyers and justices are intelligent people—aren't they?

The first time or two I read of a U.S. sentence of more than the prisoner's life I was baffled but I was pleased, thinking that guy won't get out and prey on society again.  But I found that some of your criminals who are assigned multiple life sentences are still eligible for parole.  You want an example?  OK.  In 1988 in Hackensack, NJ. Richard Kuklinski was convicted on four counts of murder, but confessed to murdering at least a hundred other people.  He was sentenced to four life terms (four murders: four life terms).  If he could have proved that he killed a hundred others I suppose they would have given him  a hundred and four life sentences.  He will be eligible for parole in 2046.  No comment.  Yes, I do have a comment: I don't understand it.  The courts, attorneys and judges justly demand respect, but it is difficult to respect a judicial system such as yours that uses such illogical childish concepts as multiple life sentences imposed upon a single life.

Then there is another baffling practice your people sometimes engage in.  If a murder occurs in one country but involves a citizen of another country, the alleged murderer may be tried, convicted, and sentenced to life in one country, but the other country still must (?) get into the act.  They, for instance, may insist on retrying the suspect in their county, and perhaps even convicting and sentencing him to a prison term to be served there after he serves his life sentence abroad.

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

Max is still with us: Capital punishment is not only legal in Nutopia, it is used in a higher percentage of cases, and used very much more effectively than in the United States.  Nutopia uses capital punishment not only for murder but also for some other serious crimes, such as repeated grand theft.  All of this may strike some of your readers as barbaric, unchristian, and a great step backwards, but listen to our reasoning behind it.  

Your United States law forbids “cruel and unusual punishment”; but capital punishment has been used by practically all civilizations since early times, so it cannot be called unusual.  As to “cruel,” that depends upon one’s definition of cruel.  To permit innocent citizens to be murdered by released convicted murderers is definitely cruel.  To torture a condemned person before killing him would be cruel; a slow painful method of execution would be cruel.  Death per se is not cruel; it is universal and natural for all living things.  Nutopia takes the stand that life and freedom are things we earn by good behavior, not things one is entitled to in spite of violent criminal actions.

In the distant past, in certain countries including England and France, capital punishment was common for minor theft of food for basic survival.  Capital punishment has also been, and is still, used a lot for the suppression of political opposition in totalitarian countries.  Those usages are indeed horribly wrong.

Almost all Nutopians, including the religious ones, believe that capital punishment is just, and that it is the simplest and the most effective way to deal with the crime of murder.  For one thing it is 100% effective in preventing recidivism.  

According to the biblical story, God made the heavens, the earth, the beasts in the forest, and man.  We observe that some of the beasts and some of the men are born unfit.  We do not know why His inscrutable plan includes misfits.  But He has effectively provided for the elimination of the unfit beasts.  His predators, the raptors and carnivores, rapidly remove them.  In human society the Nutopians who believe in God feel that He likewise approves of our elimination of our misfits.  It is God’s will.  The Bible tells of many murders and many death penalties.  Executing the dangerous criminals is not “killing” in the forbidden sense, but is a necessary part of serving God.  A life for a life.

NOTIONS ABOUT EMOTIONS

We Nutopians try to exclude emotion from the operation of our criminal justice system.  Using the death penalty or any other sentence is not seen as retaliation, or being vindictive; the real object is protecting society.  Compassion for fellow human beings is highly desirable, but murderers aren't fully human; they lack certain qualities that we require of civilized humans.  To call them “beasts”, however, does injustice to the animals.  Our pets and most other animals deserve our sympathy and attention more than subhuman murderers do.  We try not to hate murderers any more than we hate our garbage; but both are undesirable things that we must dispose of.  Nutopian sympathy is reserved for the victims, not the criminals.

Our sociologists and psychologists theorize, as yours do, about the effects of poverty, broken homes, abuse, etc. on causing crime; but we do not accept those unfortunate and very-difficult-to-eradicate factors as excuses or licenses for committing crimes.  Most poor or otherwise unfortunate people are good and responsible members of society.  Although crime rates are often higher in disadvantaged populations where needs are greater, white-collar crime among the advantaged also continues to flourish.  The advantaged criminals usually steal much higher sums of money, and some dictatorial leaders with advantaged backgrounds become mass murderers.

Several dozen infamous dictatorial leaders throughout history have killed hundreds of thousands or millions of innocent people.  The international war crimes courts are doing as good a job as they can: but especially in the past, many dictators guilty of killing millions have gotten off scot-free, while numerous criminals who have killed one person have paid with their lives.

In your United States, released murderers commit many murders.  Prompt and sure execution of the guilty discourages other would-be murderers from committing the deed.  Those who argue that stiff punishment has little or no effect on crime rates need to compare the Russian crime rate under the former strictly enforced Soviet laws, to the crime rates in Russia now.  Do I, Max, like Soviet-type communism or any other totalitarian government?  No way, but they do strike fear into most would-be criminals.

In her column Marilyn vos Savant once addressed the subject of capital punishment.  Among other things she wrote, “It surely is a deterrent of the strongest possible magnitude.  I suggest that people who believe otherwise are probably rationalizing an obvious abhorrence for the death penalty.  Because I find capital murder far more abhorrent than I find capital punishment, I reluctantly support the administration of the death penalty.  I believe that it is more effective to have no death penalty at all than it is to have a weakly administered one.”  I fully agree, Marilyn.  In the United States the death penalty is not only “weakly administered” it is poorly, spasmodically, and ridiculously administered.  Let me tell you why I feel that way.

FREE ROOM AND BOARD

In the U.S. a convicted murderer sentenced to death knows that, near term, he has relatively little to fear.  (It is usually “he”, but I will include murderesses if the ladies insist.  Males commit ninety-three percent of violent crimes.  Women claim to be our equals.  Well, I can tell you they are nowhere near the equal of us men when it comes to committing crimes).  The capital convict is, in practice, guaranteed a long-term rent-free lease in an apartment complex publicly called “Death Row.”  The name of this complex may tend to put criminals off a little at first, but only until they learn that the place doesn’t live up to its name very often.  The living conditions there are excellent compared to the best that a considerable percentage of the general populous acquire without sinking to the occupation of murder.  A sentence of capital punishment in practice entitles one to many government perks for many years.

Eventually a few residents of death row do lose their leases, either to be put out on the streets to shift for themselves and practice their forbidden trade, or to be given euthanasia.  Prior to either of these actions the murderers’ leases are protected by protracted appeals.  The appeals usually cost the murderers nothing, but they cost society millions.

In the United States, in 2008, the average length of time convicts had spent on death rows was 12.7 years and there were a total of 3309 residents.  That year there were 115 new convicts sentenced to death, but only 37 death row residents were actually executed.  If these numbers continue they tell us that your death-row infrastructure must constantly expand.  “Must”, but will it?  (Your prison and penitentiary infrastructure “must” also expand greatly, but it is currently “criminally” behind your needs.)

Using a single-state example: As of June 15, 2009 Florida had 391 residents on death row (including 238 white males, 140 black males, and one. white female).  Norman Parker, the convict who has been there the longest, took up residence in August 1967.  So he has had 42 years of free room and board, free entertainment, free medical care, free library service, a free security system, free everything except freedom.  The freedom may come later.  Not bad.  (Pardon the sarcasm: Actually I wouldn’t care to trade places with any of them, and I don’t intend to try to qualify for one of these free leases.)

EXECUTION COSTS LITTLE

With regard to criminal justice economics, some people in the United States (usually those opposed to the concept of capital punishment) have very wrongly argued that capital punishment is more expensive than life imprisonment.  Not in Nutopia it isn't!  Those misguided or misguiding estimators include in their calculations the cost of a decade or more of free room and board on death row, and they also include the great cost of the endless court appeals (while the judges justify their positions and the lawyers get richer and more numerous).

Obviously, the capital punishment cost problem is in the U.S. criminal justice system, not in the cost of execution per se.  A human life can be terminated for less than a dollar.  Murderers terminate a life with one bullet, or a borrowed or stolen knife.  A lethal dose of many different poisons cost very little.  A plastic bag to please over the head costs even less.  Do your state governments need to be less efficient than the murderers and suicides in accomplishing this simple task?

AT SUNRISE

In Nutopia, after capital-offense convictions, we apply the utmost speed in carrying out the sentences.  Convicted Nutopian murderers know they will die and die immediately.  There are few appeals in Nutopia, and there are no executive pardons.  Why on earth should an elected official (who almost surely didn't take the time to follow the trial closely) have the power to override the verdict of a jury that was duly appointed to make that decision?  How the executive feels about a case should have no bearing on it; the decision of the people must rule.  The strange practice of executive pardons, which you allow your governors and presidents, looks to me like a holdover from old monarchies and dictatorships, where kings and emperors personally assumed godlike powers.  “Pardoning the bad is injuring the good.”—Benjamin Franklin

In Nutopia we don't provide the condemned with free long-term leases, but we do provide them with a free bed for one night.  Nutopian law requires that criminals convicted of capital offenses must be executed the morning after the day of their conviction, unless there is strong new evidence for the defense.  The discovery of procedural errors during the trial should not be an excuse for overriding a jury verdict.  Nutopian defense lawyers grasping at last-minute straws here seldom prevail.

The murderer is not allowed a media extravaganza so he or she can go out as a pseudo hero in a blaze of glory.  It is known that if children and many adults can't get enough attention by doing acceptable things they will seek attention by doing unacceptable things.  We don't encourage our capital criminals by promising them the notoriety some of them seek.  Our garbage isn't worth much of our attention because its disposal isn’t particularly difficult.  We in Nutopia easily, economically, quietly, unemotionally, and immediately dispose of several types of garbage.

Except for two official witnesses, and admitting up to six immediate relatives of the convict, all Nutopian executions are private.  Speedy and certain, glory-free deaths do wonders in getting potential murderers to think twice before they commit the deed.  The privacy of our executions also reduces the public's exposure to violence.  Execution is not a sport or form of entertainment for the masses in Nutopia as it was during the French Revolution: It is an unfortunate but necessary action that is accomplished as fairly, efficiently, quickly, and quietly as possible.

We use lethal injection in Nutopia to terminate the lives of our convicted capital felons.  We put them to sleep.  Injection is fast, sure, painless, inexpensive, and requires no bulky (or balky) equipment or facilities.  And we don’t accept such foolishness as requiring that the executions be conducted with sterile needles in a sterile environment.

Crucifixion and the guillotine appear to have fallen into disfavor, but beheading may still be used in the Middle East.  I was disgusted to learn that some states in the U. S. still allow electrocution, hanging, and firing squads.  To us in Nutopia these messy, sometimes ineffective methods are not only obsolete but truly barbaric.  You people seem to be so attached to your traditions that you refuse to sever your bonds to some horrible practices.

Did you read, not long ago, about the U.S. murderer who was given a choice between hanging and lethal injection?  He chose hanging; then he successfully argued that hanging would be “cruel and unusual punishment” for him because of his excessive weight.  Did you therefore go to lethal injection?  No, because that was counter to his wishes.  Later he wanted a kidney transplant, at your expense of course.  Amazing.  He was still on death row the last I heard.

Let's talk more about the choice between execution and life imprisonment.  In the United States few of you people seem to worry about the fact that your country is essentially bankrupt.  The cost of building, staffing, and maintaining prisons should be a major consideration.  In Nutopia, since we maintain a pay-as-you-go society, every new prison is seen for what it will be, an immediate rise in taxes.  Why should I pay for accommodations for felons?  I don't owe them anything; each had his chances for a reputable life, and blew it.  In Nutopia execution is thousands of times less expensive than life imprisonment, and infinitely safer for the public than freeing convicted felons; therefore we would never consider reducing the sentence for murder, serial rape, and a few other serious felonies from execution to incarceration.

Garbage should be disposed of; but how do we know it is garbage?  By the smell.  By the real evidence.  Suppression of important evidence and years of legal shenanigans don't do the job.  Take your O.J. Simpson case: Most of your citizens knew for sure that he was guilty in the first week after he was taken into custody and there was plenty of solid convincing evidence of guilt.  But your courts spent millions of taxpayer's dollars and a great many months, gave the media the best horror stories they had had in years; and after all that your system came up with the wrong verdict!  How do I know “innocent” was the wrong verdict?  In addition to it being as obvious as the nose on your face, a few months later the same man was tried on the same crimes (this time in a civil trial), was found guilty, and was fined a total of 33.5 million dollars in compensatory and punitive damages.  There is much wrong with a judicial system which will reach different verdicts based on the same evidence.  Your Marilyn vos Savant suggested that you could call Simpson an “acquitted murderer”.

Max ranted on: And you didn't learn from the Simpson case; you went through similar delaying tactics and obstruction of justice in the Timothy McVeigh case.  The reader will recall that in April 1995 a federal building was bombed in Oklahoma City, killing 168 people and injuring over 500 people.  The voluminous solid evidence against McVeigh that was reported in your media left no doubt that he was guilty, yet according to your Associated Press, the trial hadn't even started two years later.  The defense attorneys were busy filing appeals and petitions, and delaying the trial.  McVeigh was finally executed in 2001, six years later.  You shouldn’t complain, Max.  That was only half of the time that we usually keep murderers on death row.
Another thing: Why did McVeigh need more than one attorney?  There were fourteen government-furnished defense attorneys.  It seems that in your strange country the greater the crime and the more it hurt society the more money you spend to defend the suspects.  I don't understand.

“Beyond a reasonable shadow of a doubt” is a useful consideration in reaching a verdict, but we think you people use it backward.  The rights of all the citizens to future safety far outweigh the rights of a single accused person; therefore we do not ask whether there is reasonable doubt of the accused person’s guilt, we ask whether there is a reasonable possibility that the person on trial played no part in the crime.

Your Country's, “Innocent until proven guilty” has some arguments in its favor, but let us look at the converse: “Guilty until proven innocent.”  Your system sometimes releases back to society criminals whom your people (including your lawyers and judges) know to be guilty.  A legal system is a farce if some of its official verdicts disagree with the common-sense verdicts of a majority of unbiased people.  “Technicalities” sometimes prevent logical decisions.  As with all other government functions, the purpose of the judicial system is to usefully serve the people, not to confound them.

WHEN THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM FAILS

In earlier times in the United States, at least in Western novels and movies, if the populace didn't trust the Marshall to execute a supposed murderer, a self-appointed alternative justice system “of the people, by the people, and for the people” (or at least the very local people) would sometimes take care of the matter personally.  This group of vigilantes might hold a “kangaroo court”, but a verdict of guilty was always a foregone conclusion; the lynching was the important part.  A number of factors are apt to be at work in such mob rule: desire for power, mob hysteria, envy, discrimination, hate, rebellion, sometimes personal greed, and always concern over the supposed ineffectiveness of the official justice system.  Nutopia certainly doesn't endorse or excuse mob violence, but considering the frequent ineffectiveness of U.S. courts I can understand some of the frustrations that lead to lynch mobs.

Prisons are another setting for lynchings sometimes seen in the U.S.  Fellow prisoners executed Jeffrey Dahmer, a cannibalistic serial killer in the United States in the mid 1990s.  It is all because your criminal justice system is so ineffective.  If you had convicted Dahmer and sentenced him to death within a week of catching him, and then executed him the next morning, as we would have done, his fellow prisoners wouldn't have had to do the job.  In some instances U.S. prisoners seem to have more sense than your courts.

I read a news item where a California mother, in a courtroom, shot and killed a criminal who had repeatedly sodomized her son and several other boys, while “hiding behind the bible.”  Her son was scheduled to testify against his attacker that morning, but was throwing up from the thought of facing the man again.  It appeared likely the degenerate would be released into society, as he had been before, and the mother had had enough.

The tremendous support the mother got from the public for her action was not surprising.  The system was failing her, and she knew “what had to be done.”  Now the system was again her nemesis, as it punished her for her “crime”.  The system punished her for doing what it should have done, even though she did it far cheaper and faster than they would have.  Like the King once was, the system is officially “right” even when it is wrong, and official systems don't tolerate competition.

In one of his drawings, your cartoonist, Callahan, showed the judge pointing a pistol at the accused person who stood before him.  The caption read, “Having reviewed your long record of repeated violent offenses I've decided to shoot you here on the spot. That brings up another point: It is my understanding that in some or all US criminal trials the judge instructs the Jury to ignore the “record of repeated violent offenses” the defendant may have, and to base their decision upon the current case only.  That seems to me to be stupid.  We in Nutopia feel that it is very wrong and misleading to look at a criminal with a long record the same way one would look at a sterling citizen who had never made a mistake before in his life.  Your relatively recent “Three strikes and you are out” law wisely deals with my point.

THE NUTOPIAN JURY SYSTEM

Max still speaking: In Nutopia a simple majority vote of the jurors rules.  Why on earth do you people demand a unanimous vote to convict a suspect?   Why are you always on the side of the suspect rather on the side of the victims and the public?  Does the Nutopian system sometimes convict an innocent person?  Sure it does, and that is unfortunate, but not nearly as unfortunate for society as erring on the other side and releasing murderers who will go out and murder again or rapists who will rape again..

Nutopian verdicts are determined by the simple majority vote of thirteen jurors. (An odd number is required in order to avoid ties).  To allow for dropouts, twenty jurors are chosen for each trial.  All twenty attend the trial, and all twenty (or fewer in the case of dropouts) submit their ballots in sealed envelopes, the envelopes are shuffled, and the majority vote of the first thirteen randomly selected is the verdict.  With this system there are no hung juries or retrials.

We do not want to give the more persuasive jurors power to, in essence, retry the case in the jury room.  Each juror has been duly chosen and they all have equal power.  The trial is over, so in Nutopia we have no jury room.  Our jurors don't confer with each other at all at any time.  There is no jury box either.  The jurors never meet each other, because they are ordered to not identify themselves, and they are randomly seated throughout the courtroom.

We want each juror to vote as he or she sees it from the evidence presented during the trial.  If any juror has a question, he or she asks the court, not a fellow amateur juror.  Justice is better served when they vote independently.  In political elections the voters are not required to get together and come to unanimous conclusions, they vote privately and the votes are counted.  So it is in our jury trials.

The votes must be submitted within four hours of the end of the trial.  We believe that if the jurors think about the trial for too long afterward, some will forget or confuse some of the evidence and some will be more apt to cast votes based on emotion.  Emotion should have nothing to do with it.  Someday we may have a computer program that will arrive at verdicts based strictly upon the evidence.  Imagine how much faster and cheaper that would be, and also more just than the convoluted complex ridiculous system you now have.  Max sees no likelihood of human-controlling computers like “Hal” ever taking over.

JUST JURY SELECTION

To avoid many of the miscarriages of justice we see in the United States and elsewhere, Nutopia does not allow the lawyers on either side to dismiss any juror candidates.  The object of our system is a fair trial, not one with the equivalence of jury tampering by the lawyers.  We don't exclude jurors who admit to having read the newspapers or Internet, or listened to the news regarding the case in question.  After all, interested, intelligent, socially oriented jurors are desired, rather than hermits who pay little attention to and have little knowledge of the problems of society.

Nutopian jury candidates are selected randomly, but they must be twenty-one years of age or older, and they must be of sound mind and free of any criminal convictions.  Ten male and ten female jurors must be selected for each twenty-person jury.  Also, when the accused is of a minority race or culture, not more than six nor less than four jurors of that race may be chosen for the twenty-person jury.  It appears that some Nutopian citizens still have racial biases, but I held my tongue and didn't rib Max about it.

Fewer Nutopians are excused from jury duty than in the United States.  The logic for this is that the personal sacrifice imposed upon Nutopian jurors is far less because the trials in Nutopia are much shorter, and the time required for the jurors to vote (less than four hours) is also much shorter than that usually required in the American multi-session unanimous-verdict jury system.  And Nutopian juries are never sequestered.  

I have read that many people who have served on U.S. juries have said they would never do it again.  They objected to the long drawn-out legal rules haggling that meant little to them, to the way the lawyers twisted things around and played upon emotions, to the way the judges told them what they could and couldn't do, and what evidence they could and couldn't consider.  Some jurors felt that they were just robots or pawns, that the judge was really making the decision.  The conditions imposed often make it impossible for jurors to vote their true personal convictions.

That is true, Max, that is the way I felt after serving as a juror on a criminal case.  However, a lawyer son-in-law of mine told me that the jury actually has the power to make any decision it wants to, and the court must accept it, but that isn't the impression the court leaves with the jury; the court tends to treat the jury as subordinate.  Max responded, Yes.  David Kermes of Oakdale, Minnesota, addressed this subject in a syndicated column, saying, “Contrary to popular belief, the juror is the highest ranking official in the courtroom, for he or she is responsible for the verdict.”  Kermes went on, “Lawyers select jurors who will give them the verdict they want, not necessarily a just and honest one.  Courts are not filled with trial hearings, but with performances designed to appeal to jurors' emotions.”

It is unfortunately true that one jury may convict while another jury hearing the same case may acquit; so the sometimes-heard phrase with regard to a verdict, “The people have spoken” is untrue.  The system has spoken; twelve particular jurors (or the most persuasive of them) have spoken (often after being largely directed by the court, as to what their verdict should be).

Your unanimous-conviction requirement provides a major reason why different juries would come up with different decisions.  Some people are more emotional than others, so the lawyers' attempts to sway the jury are more effective with some juries than with others.  This is not justice; emotion should have nothing to do with determining the guilt or innocence of the accused!  It is tragic that significant evidence can often be legally excluded from your trials, but yet you permit emotional appeals having no bearing on the single question: “Did he or didn't he?”  Emotional testimony is strictly excluded in Nutopia.  The family and friends of the victims are not allowed to testify, except as witnesses to the crime.

With our majority-vote non-emotional system there is much better agreement between different juries.  Your unanimous-vote-for-conviction requirement often frees an accused person whom eleven, or even all twelve, jurors know to be guilty.  He may be freed simply because a single dissenting juror feels sorry for the accused, or objects to capital punishment, or doesn't want to feel guilty about convicting a person, or doesn't want to vote against a person of his or her own race or faith.  This is all wrong, wrong, wrong!  One juror should not be allowed to destroy justice.  A “one-person jury” is wrong!

I understand that because of these and other objections to the U.S. jury system as it now stands, there has been discussion of using professional jurors in the United States.  I think you should emphatically oppose that idea.  A professional juror would be a new breed of bureaucrat.  If you think your present court system is too slow, too expensive, and too often does the wrong thing, think how much worse it would be if you eliminate the one remaining link to the public: citizen juries.

Nutopia feels that in all criminal cases speedy trials are highly desirable in order to keep costs down, and to increase respect for the justice system in the eyes of the public and in the eyes of the criminals and potential criminals.  I also feel that speedy trials, while the evidence is fresh, increase the probability of just verdicts.  However, since the recent development of reliable DNA evidence methods, the retrying of defendants in old crimes is to be commended where physical evidence has been securely saved and accurately identified.

“GUILTY, YOUR HONOR”

Max observed: Sometimes a criminal in the U.S. will admit his crime and plead guilty, yet the state still insists upon holding a trial to defend him.  The criminal has the courage, decency, and honesty to admit he did it, yet you always try him anyway—to try to prove he is only a liar, not a criminal?  Yes, I know, in rare cases an innocent and sane person does plead guilty to protect someone else, to gain personal attention, or for some other reason, but these cases are rare and are usually easy to see through.

 I read where a criminal here in the United States admitted a premeditated killing in cold blood, pleaded guilty to Murder in the First Degree, and begged to be executed without a trial.  But the court said in essence: “No we can’t do that, we must try you to determine whether you are guilty or not: and we will decide what your punishment will be, if any.  You are not the law around here, we are.”  They probably also had him guarded in his cell twenty-four hours a day to assure that he didn’t try to commit suicide.  Those lawyers and that judge clearly saw where their bread and butter came from.  They didn’t want a scab usurping their jobs by logical shortcuts like that.  And they knew that the death-row people and the appeals lawyers also needed the work.

NO TRIAL NECESSARY

In Nutopia, when we have a guilty plea, or where the crime was clearly seen by several reliable witnesses, guilt is certain, and no further evidence is necessary, Nutopia does eliminate the trial: the sentence is given and promptly initiated.  In such cases here a murderer can be arrested one day and executed the next.  Our taxpayers really appreciate that—but the media and the lawyers hate it..

CASTRATION

There have been several recent cases in the U.S. where repeat sex offenders knew they couldn't change, and wisely begged for execution or a life sentence without parole.  In one case a repeat sex offender asked to be castrated.  Without that he was sure he would murder his next sexual victim.  Your system said, “No, we can’t do that to you.”

Actually this criminal of yours was very knowledgeable, much wiser than the system that refused his request.  The standard sentence for repeat sex offenders in Nutopia is castration (sparing the penis and scrotum, of course).  The male sex hormone, testosterone, is produced chiefly in the testes: our castration procedure solves several problems associated with sexual predators in one stroke: It eliminates sex drive, eliminates the ability to “perform” and to impregnate, and greatly reduces other types of aggressive behavior.  And like execution in Nutopia, it costs almost nothing compared with incarceration.  Another important consideration is that a castrated criminal will never have children or more children, who might become sexual predators, due to hereditary reasons, their environment, or both.

Google items provide much support of castration as a punishment, and several more American cases where criminals have requested castration.  For example, in 2005 Keith Fremin in Louisiana requested castration after being charged with raping an eleven-year-old girl and her thirteen-year-old sister, plus earlier sex crimes.

I know a lot of Americans think that it would be wrong to deprive a man of his sexual powers, regardless of what he has done, but let me present some counter arguments and some history.  Castration is probably a far better deterrent of crime than incarceration is, since most men are proud of their “manhood”.  But once the offender has recovered from the minor surgical procedure (done under anesthesia) he will suffer less stress than he did in his prior life.  The life of a eunuch is not an empty one: it can be pleasant and productive.  Eunuchs in history have served in all occupations, as generals and admirals, as teachers, etc.  It works in the domestic animal world as well: beef comes from steers.

Human castration is far from rare: it dates back to antiquity.  It was commonly used for centuries, in many countries, for a number of purposes: the major ones being punishment and to produce docile slaves that could be safely left to protect and serve individual women and harems.

In the Christian era some male believers had themselves castrated in order to serve God better by avoiding sexual temptation and “sin”.  Modern Western religions requiring monks and priests to be abstinent depend upon their vows instead.  As we read and hear so often, such unnatural vows are frequently broken.  Castration is a fail proof method of obtaining celibacy, and it would save the considerable time spent in thinking about sex.  Did you have to add that, Max?

THE ADVANTAGES OF SUICIDE

Nutopia provides harsh justice compared to our standards, and Max pulls no punches, but I would like to pass on the rest of what he said on the subject, if you have the stomach for it.  Convicted felons who commit suicide in their cells are doing the state a favor.  Their suicide prevents recidivism, and saves the government a great deal of money in either incarcerating the subject longer, or promising to execute him—some year—maybe.  The legal systems in much of the world, for reasons that we Nutopians don't understand, seem to try to prevent such serendipitous events.  In death-sentence cases this may be due to professional pride in the state's ability to end a person’s life more properly than that person would do the job himself.  In my observation the opposite is true, because the government would probably never get around to it.

In Nutopia we take advantage of this desire of some prisoners to commit suicide, by accommodating them.  An adequate length of strong rope is standard equipment in each cell, and a sturdy hook is installed in each ceiling.  The guards are instructed to not interfere with prisoners who are seen trying to rest by suspending themselves vertically.  

MAX—knock it off.  But I happened across a newspaper item dated March 14, 1997, about an event in Canberra Australia: A man convicted of gunning down 35 people in Australia's worst massacre had twice tried to kill himself in his suicide-proofed cell.  He once tried to strangle himself with bandages and later tried to choke himself with a tube of toothpaste.  Max would no doubt say that the conditions of his custody were “cruel” since his cell lacked the barest necessities for the accomplishment of a desired logical goal (logical for him and for society).

INSANITY IS NOT AN ADVANTAGE

“Not guilty by reason of insanity” is never a legal verdict in Nutopia.  The vast majority of our insane or mentally handicapped people abide by our laws consciously or subconsciously, and they are treated with respect and attention: but if they commit serious crimes, they are not excused, and may be convicted and executed

The argument that they must not be incarcerated or executed because they didn't know right from wrong is seen as meaningless in a system where the object is to protect society.  A murder by an insane person is just as damaging to society as a murder by a sane person.  There is no logic in giving special crime-committing privileges to the insane.  No, maybe the insane person couldn’t help him or her self, but how many “sane” criminals can’t help themselves either?  We in Nutopia are allowed to protect society in all cases.

Society certainly wasn't protected in Tampa Florida early in 1997.  An Associated Press article disclosed that on February 19th, sixty-nine-year-old Lawrence Singleton murdered 31-year-old Roxanne Hayes in his living room.  She died from six stab wounds.  Singleton, a diagnosed schizoid and paranoid psychotic, had a long prior criminal history, including raping and cutting off the arms of a fifteen-year- old girl in California.  The February slaying occurred nine days after Singleton had been released from a psychiatric hospital.  One psychiatric report on Singleton said he had “angry destructive outbursts on those weaker than he.”  A hearing to again have him involuntarily committed had been canceled.  Roxanne Hayes' life has also been canceled.  Was Singleton again freed on an insanity plea?  Note that with the laws as they stood, the public had no protection from Singleton: He could not be involuntarily kept in a mental institution and he could not be incarcerated or executed for crimes.

There is also no logic in excusing the crimes of people who claim to have been out of their heads because they were drunk or high on drugs.  You should not excuse crimes due to bad or illegal habits (such as drunk driving) on the part of individuals.  In your country the taking of “controlled substances” is illegal, yet I understand that if one of your countrymen breaks the law by taking drugs and then breaks it again by murdering someone, he still might be judged not guilty.  Why?  Because he wisely broke two laws instead of just one?  Is this an American application of the double-negative rule?  Do two wrongs make a right in your strange country?  My wife, Marianne, noted “The United States doesn't have a justice system: it has only a legal system.

As usual, Max seemed to make sense, although it was arrogantly presented and hard to swallow.  But a night or two later he added this example, “to help my bitter pill go down”.  A newspaper article of July 18, 1996 reported that Dennis Anfinson said that he was in a cocaine-induced blackout when he attacked his wife and her parents with a metal skillets and a knife, then set their home on fire, leaving them all for dead, according to court documents.  Prosecutors charged Anfinson, 30, with two counts of aggravated first-degree murder, and one of attempted murder.  Anfinson pleaded not guilty.  He confessed to being under the influence of illegal drugs, murdering two people, trying to murder his wife, and arson; yet he pleaded not guilty.  You will spend thousands defending this guy and you won't know for many months whether he will be convicted. And if you sentence him to death you won't know whether that sentence will ever be carried out.  Anfinson's criminal history included second-degree assault and chemical dependency in 1986, a drug charge in 1988, second-degree burglary in 1991, and first-degree robbery in 1992.

In Nutopia we wouldn't have asked for nor accepted a plea from that self-confessed murderer.  Since there was a witness to the crime (the beaten wife), and a confession, we would have sentenced him immediately and he would have been executed the next day.  The total cost to the taxpayers would have been only several hundred dollars, jail space would have been required for only one night, there would have been one less murderer and one less drug addict in our society, and the citizens of Nutopia would have slept better and had continuing good reasons to respect their judicial system.

In Nutopia we have a “three- strikes-and-you're-out” law, similar to those being used in roughly half of your states.  It works for us, but we are considering reducing it to two strikes.  I firmly believe you in the United States would be far better off if you would adopt the Nutopian criminal justice system—all of it.

That system includes short immediate emotionless trials; our tough-on-crime pro-citizens-rights attitude; logical rules on jury selection; majority vote to acquit or convict; greater use of capital punishment; immediate execution of those found guilty of capital offenses; prohibition of not-guilty pleas after confessions; elimination of trials after guilty pleas or confessions; and the non acceptance of insanity, diminished capacity, drugs, alcohol, poverty, and early-life traumas as excuses for crime.

Thanks, Nutopia.  I hope our powers-that-be take your advice under consideration; but why don't I feel optimistic that any of it will be adopted?  It will happen only if our citizens insist upon It enmasse.  The opposition would include the criminal-justice attorneys, and they would be hard to beat.  They know all the legal tricks.  They would try to make the pro-Nutopian-laws crowd look and feel like legal ignoramuses. 

And let me defend the mentally ill prisoners in the United States.  Max, I think you like to sound tough.  We have promising ongoing efforts to deal with mentally ill criminals in “mental health courts.”  Over an eighth of all U.S. prisoners have serious mental illnesses.  We shouldn’t just let them rot in jail.  According to a June 28, 2009 article in PARADE magazine. “Many of them could become lawful and productive, reducing overcrowding in the nation’s prison system at the same time.  Mental health courts work.  In Allegheny County Pa., for example, the recidivism rate for participants in the mental health program was just 14% in six years, compared with 67% in the general prison population.”

But Max chose to continue looking at the dark sides:  Your attorneys and judges are not ignorant or stupid, but they have certainly gotten away from simple and effective justice.  They have become what one might call legal bureaucrats, and the number-one interest of many of them is not really justice but the fatness of their own purses.  When a defense attorney succeeds in freeing a felon that he or she knows to be guilty, he feels successful, but actually he is a traitor to his country.  The first priority of the attorneys on both sides must be truth: “the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”  I don’t think many lawyers outright lie, but some of them are pretty good at distorting the truth, covering up the truth, and distracting jurors from the truth.

Your attorneys and judges will fight judicial reform because they know that under criminal-justice laws similar to those of Nutopia a quarter of them could provide far better protection to the citizens of the United States than is now provided by all of them.  People seldom support measures that might lead to their own unemployment.  There will be a huge incentive for them to try to maintain the status quo or some revised system that would still employ most or all of the lawyers and protect their incomes.  It is not surprising that under present laws the lawyers often come first and the people come second.

I quote, “As lawyering has become less about doing right and more about what you can get away with, our standards of acceptable shenanigans-as-usual seem to be in free fall.” –The Wall Street Journal.  “The trouble with the law is lawyers.” –Clarence Darrow (famous criminal-defense attorney of the early 1900s.)

Am I, the dreamer, against lawyers?  Not at all: we have three of them in our own extended family: one attorney, one judge, and one barrister.  But my exposure to life plus Max’s tutoring has taught me that lawyers are human too, and therefore subject to the usual human shortcomings.
Chapter 8

MORALITY

Max greeted me last night, and started to lecture on good and bad: More people seem to be turning bad, and social harmony is deteriorating—except in Nutopia of course.  I just Googled the subject and see that in the United States, in 2008, more than one adult in a hundred is behind bars.  I find that almost unbelievable.  The article said, “The United States leads the world in producing prisoners.”  Am I supposed to congratulate you on your first-place position?  You have “1.6 million people in prison, which is the highest in American history.”

If popular articles teach your kids how to inject drugs without getting AIDS, how to choose effective guns and the most deadly types of ammunition, how to lie to the police, and how to act innocent when guilty, you have problems.  If you have locked up one percent of your adults, perhaps you have failed in imparting basic and essential morals training to your young.  Morality must be taught, otherwise immorality will be taught in the streets.

Unfortunately, because of certain freedoms they grant their peoples, the democratic nations are the ones that seem to suffer most from these ills.  Many persons are good only as long as they are watched and forced to be good.  Example: The Soviet Union had much less crime than The Russian Federation has now, because there is much less enforcement now.  Before, we criticized the Russian government, now we criticize the Russian citizens.  This phenomenon is certainly not reason to give up on the democratic form of government, but it is an added challenge that democratic governments must recognize and compensate for by adequate morals training for their young.

NUTOPIA TEACHES MORALITY

Most religions and most people believe that we will be better-adjusted and more law-abiding adults if we receive adequate and wise morals training early in our development.  Churches and Sunday Schools of all faiths are usually good sources of moral education, however one notes that the Bible tells of much crime; and some of the most religious nations are the most violent ones.  In Nutopia our young are taught morals at home, in schools, on television, in books, and in churches, synagogues, mosques, etc.

This plus our censorship and prohibition of rotten material on television, Internet, movies, and printed media, plus stiff laws on crime does the job.  The incidence of juvenile crime and later adult crime is markedly lower in Nutopia than in other countries.  And that is only part of the good news.  Since adult Nutopians received excellent morals training when they were young, our marriages are better, the divorce rate is way down, people are kinder to each other, and our society as a whole is a much better and happier place.  By chain-reaction, since we parents have had morals training it is easy for us to train our children in morality with conviction and from personal experience.

MORALITY IN THE UNITED STATES

Max obviously loves to claim how perfect Nutopia is, and to tell us how bad off we are.  But darn it, he speaks much truth.  It is quite obvious that many negative influences and malefactors are turning a frightening percentage of our initially good youngsters into bad teenagers.  One reason why the teaching of morals in our homes has declined is that most mothers now work outside the home, and a large and growing percentage of homes with children are single-parent or grandparent, so personal-contact time between child and parents has gone down.  When I was growing very few mothers worked outside of the home, and the divorce rate was very low.  Let us hope that our baby sitters and pre-school people are a positive rather than a negative influence on our children.  Later we have the Cub Scouts, Boy Scouts, the YMCA and YWCA, Four-H, Campfire Girls, Big Brothers, Big Sisters, Busy Bees, Special Olympics, DeMolay, CYO, Sunday Schools, and other youth organizations that do excellent work.

We might add Little League to that list of good influences for juveniles, but from what I read about their activities, I am concerned.  I fear that it and similar youth sports teams under close adult control may end up doing as much or more harm than good.  The problem as I see it is that many of the adult leaders become too emotionally concerned with “their kids” winning, winning, winning.  I fear that in many cases the youth-team leaders become the same rabid fans for their kid’s teams that they are for college and professional teams.  But in this case the fans have control over the team: a type of control potentially dangerous to the kids.  Winning becomes the primary goal, not sportsmanship and other important values.  The kids are being taught that the most important thing is to beat the other teams at all costs.  They are being taught aggression, not sportsmanship.

Know-it-all Max is back: Your U.S. schools seem to be teaching little or no moral principles, and you haven't done much of it for several generations.  So, many of the parents of your small children have had inadequate morals training themselves, and are therefore not apt to give much morals training to their children.  The next generation will therefore receive even less.  That, combined with the growing immoral influences in your society, is providing a most disturbing downward morals slope upon which growing segments of your populace slide lower and lower.  Whoa!  I'm sounding like a preacher; I'm not, I know nothing about fire and brimstone and eternal damnation, and I am neither an angel, nor a prude—but the future of your United States is in jeopardy.

MORALITY IS LEGAL

Some of your failure to teach sufficient morality in your schools may stem from misunderstandings over the division of church and state.  Your laws only say that religion 

can't be taught in schools, they say nothing about not teaching moral values.  I can't think of any single subject that is more important, which has more influence on our lives, than morality, yet it is the one subject you largely neglect to teach.  Remarkable!

In Nutopia (and I suspect in the U.S.) the percentage of those who go to church is declining due to increasing scientific knowledge and secular education.  Fewer children are therefore getting morals training in Sunday school, and such training may or may not be given in the homes.  Therefore we recognized that we had to provide universal secular morals training in schools so as to catch those kids who are not getting it in either church or home.  This is essential!  We in Nutopia and you in America must replace the moral training that is being lost from homes and churches.  Darn it Max, I just said all of that.

Parents should be responsible for the morals training of their own children provided they can find or will take the time.  Another requirement is that the parents themselves need to know right from wrong, and choose to teach the right.  The children of criminals are often taught the family trade: how to beat the law and become a successful criminal.  Like father like son.  Recognizing that some parents are not acceptable parents, your laws provide for taking the custody of children away from them in extreme cases.

As you surely know, some of the negative influences on children and teenagers in the U.S. are rock bands and their violent and immoral sexual “music”, violent sexual and immoral television and films, rotten video tapes, pornography on the internet, prurient books, etc. (most of it without 'redeeming' social or cultural values).  Because of the natural curiosity of children, which includes a natural attraction to sex and often to violence, and due to bad examples set by some of their elders, they usually prefer the TV junk to the few good programs that are available to them.  In the 15th and 16th century “morality plays” were popular in Europe.  Way to go!  But the stories popular in your country now are too often immoral in nature.  Is it a wonder that you have problems?  Is it a wonder that you need more prisons?

CONTROL OF MORALS IS “TOUGH LOVE”

Parental rules and technical controls on the Internet and on TV use by minors are excellent, but it has to go much deeper than that with some kids.  We are generally against censorship in Nutopia, but since we are a more moral nation, censorship against immorality is less needed.  In the U.S., if the morals and interests of your population improve to the point where there is no longer a large demand for the crap on TV, it will tend to suffocate in its own stench.  Meanwhile you may need a little more censorship.  Unlimited “free speech” can, in some cases, do more damage to a society than complete freedom of speech is worth.  Freedom to spout filth to an unlimited audience is not what the framers of your constitution had in mind.

A reduction in the immoral material will make more room for more worthwhile material.  If your adults are always watching good programs, your children will tend to join them voluntarily.  Kids are copycats, but many of you are now displaying habits that they should not copy.  And kids also follow other kids; one bad apple tends to turn the whole barrel rotten.  “He got in with the wrong crowd” is frequently the excuse parents give for their youngster committing a crime: but lack of parental supervision permitted him to get in with the wrong crowd.

Another area where tough love is appropriate is in the sentencing of juvenile criminals.  All too often, in the United States, the sentence for juvenile car theft, burglary, etc. is merely probation.  That isn't tough enough to reform some kids to the straight and narrow, many of whom are school dropouts from broken or single-parent homes.

A Wyoming Judge gave a 14-year-old drunk joy-riding car thief the option of six months in jail, or attending school and returning to jail after school to spend the nights.  The kid chose school plus jail, and did well in school and in attitude.  He had lots of time to do his homework, but he also got counseling and recreation time.  That sentence cost Wyoming taxpayers more than simple probation would have, but in the long run it cost a lot less than it would to passively let the kid become an adult criminal.  Of course, run-of-the-mill prisoners aren't exactly the right crowd for a youth to associate with, so hopefully that kid was granted a “solitary” cell to study and sleep in.

THE GOOD OLD DAYS

It strikes me that some younger readers may wonder what Max and I are going on about, since they don't see the dichotomy.  Things are normal for them.  They ask, “Haven't things always been this way?”  No, they haven't; so it is time for me to tell you how it was “in the good old days.”  I won't bore you with how many miles I had to walk to school every day in all kinds of weather; but I recall that I got quite a bit of morality training in school; and some training in patriotism.  Pledging allegiance to the flag every morning is a much more positive influence than watching undesirables desecrate it.

At home I had both a loving father, who spent time with us, and a loving mother who stayed home to raise my brother and me.  I regret that now many mothers must work during their children’s early years.  That greatly complicates the problem.  My mom went to church, and dragged me along against my will most of the time, but we were not a bible-reading grace-saying family.  The values I learned at home were not religious virtues but universal virtues.  Religion has no corner on the "be nice" market.

SINGLE-PARENT HOMES

I was appalled at the high and growing percentage of homes in America that have no resident father.  According to the book "Life Without Father," by David Popenoe (a professor of sociology), at the year two thousand, nearly 50% of all children in America were living without their fathers, and the percentage being raised apart from their fathers has more than doubled since 1960.  Illegitimacy, desertion and divorce are the main reasons for this appalling state of affairs.  Out-of- wedlock births now probably surpass divorce as the cause of homes without fathers.  As of 2009 thirty eight percent of American Children were born illegitimate.  That figure doubled since 1975. –Institute of American Values.

It is worse for a child to know that his or her father deserted the family and therefore him or her, than to know that the father was dead.  The children of single mothers are said to be less successful, by almost every measure, than the children of widowed mothers.  The decline of fatherhood is a major force behind many of the most disturbing problems that plague your society.  These include decline in scholastic achievement, poverty, crime, drugs, street gangs, homicide, suicide, and child abuse.  Child abuse?  Yes, there is more child abuse when the father doesn't live at home than when he does (Mama's boyfriend is frequently the guilty person).  Children raised in one-parent families are twice as apt to drop out of school.

According to Popenoe, “Most of today's fatherless children have fathers who are perfectly capable of shouldering the responsibilities of fatherhood.  Left culturally unregulated, men's sexual behavior can be promiscuous, their paternity casual, their commitment to families weak.  In recognition of this, cultures have used sanctions to bind men to their children, and of course the institution of marriage has been culture's chief vehicle.  Our experience in late-20th-century America shows what happens when such a sanction breaks down.”

Therefore, this whole absent-fathers problem is another example of the prevalent lack of moral conduct in your society.  And like numerous other types of immoral conduct, this one is self-perpetuating.  Children growing up in homes without fathers will not only be deprived of any moral training their fathers would have given them, they will, by example, be taught that fatherless homes are quite acceptable and normal.

So another major goal in morals training in homes, churches and schools, must be to teach the virtue and the importance of marriage or its equivalent, and the importance of having both parents participate in the rearing of children.  It won't be easy, and it will obviously take several generations before you will see much improvement.  Cohabitation or common-law marriage and formal marriage are legally the same in Nutopia.  Nutopian law treats all such couplings resulting in pregnancies or children as a legal commitment; there are no advantages to bypassing the altar.  While common-law marriage is easy to get into, it is not as easy to get out of as it is in the United States.  To split up a full formal divorce is required for any cohabiting couple who have had children together, or where the woman is pregnant.  Children born to unmarried couples, whether living together or not, are considered legitimate children, including those from one-night stands.  “There are no illegitimate children, only illegitimate parents.”  DNA-matching identifies the father where there is a question or a denial.

Thus unprotected “free love” can be far from free to Nutopian lovers, but it is not nearly as expensive to the Nutopian taxpayers as it is to your taxpayers.  These stiff laws don’t deter all unwed lovers in the heat of passion, but they do greatly encourage Nutopians to think twice and practice “financially-safe” sex; and to think about the possibility of having a baby, and/or having a baby taken from them.  Voluntary moral responsibility is Nutopia’s first goal, but where it fails we get tough.  Irresponsible creation of children is treated as a crime.  This effectively reduces the frequency of bastard parenthood, and reduces its detrimental effects upon Nutopian society and upon the children involved.

STREET GANGS

Max believes that: Morally trained kids don't willingly join bad gangs; they are repelled by the activities of rotten kids.  Good kids naturally associate with other good kids, so we have no street gangs.  Of course the fact that we also have no guns and no street drugs certainly help us avoid street-gang problems.
I think criminal youth gangs in the U.S. are relatively recent.  When I was young there was an occasional rotten kid, but I don’t remember troublesome juvenile gangs in my home town of thirty thousand.  A much higher percentage of the adults smoked then than now, however.  Unfortunately the percentage of the kids taking up smoking is still high.  It seems like the more you warn some kids against doing something, the more they will do it.  It would certainly help if we could convert the thinking of wayward kids from, “Smoking is the cool thing to do” to “Smoking is a childish and uncool thing to do.”

Chapter 9

THE WORLD LOVES GUNS

Again it was Max who interrupted my sleep:  The Chinese are given credit for inventing gunpowder, which we usually call “black powder” these days, to distinguish it from modern gunpowders.  The original gunpowder was a simple mixture of saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur, all of which were fairly available to earlier cultures.  Modern explosives are more complex than that and require chemical processing.

The Chinese used their early gunpowder in fireworks, which could be put together with simple things like paper and cardboard.  Not so with guns.  Even the earliest guns required the mining, and refining of iron ore, and the use of casting, forging, simple machine tools, and heat-treating.  Gunpowder is believed to have been made as early as 850 AD, and the first rifles were made around 500 years later.

We in Nutopia use explosives in mining, quarrying, demolition, fireworks, industry, etc. but we have no guns or other explosive-powered devices for killing either animals or humans.  All explosives are dangerous and have caused many unintentional deaths, but so has electricity and dozens of other materials, processes and devices essential to modern life.  Guns however have only one purpose: to kill.

Of course there is the argument that like some crops, some animal species need to be thinned (in the opinion of often biased narrow-sighted humans).  And there is excessive world population, so maybe the human species also needs to be thinned, but let’s save that brash subject for other chapters.

Do I, Max of Nutopia, recommend that the United States and all other outside countries not only ban but also eliminate all guns and thereby rid the world of this device that has killed a total of hundreds of millions of animals and humans over the centuries?  No, I don’t.  I would love to say, “Yes: eliminate all guns,” but I must vote no.  Don’t try to eliminate all guns, because that would be an illogical effort for a very practical reason: we could never locate and eliminate all of the guns.  With a few guns remaining, those who obeyed the law and turned in their guns to be destroyed would be at the mercy of those who choose to break that law.  At international levels, the word is “disarmament”.  It hasn’t worked and can’t work—considering the nature of some humans.

However, in Nutopia guns were banned and the ban is completely effective.  During the founding of our country, in the early part of the twentieth century, we looked at the damage guns had done in the outside world, and banned them by means of the Nutopian Constitution.  It is interesting to note that the U.S. Constitution provides the right to own guns (in your Second Amendment) while our Nutopian Constitution denies the right to guns.  The result is that we have far greater personal safety than you have.  In the United States, “A gun in the home increases the risk of homicide of a household member by 3 times and the risk of suicide by 5 times, compared to homes where no gun is present.”—Kellerman et al, New England Journal of Medicine.  Sixty-seven percent of all U.S. murders are accomplished with firearms.

Guns have never been and cannot legally be manufactured in Nutopia.  And guns can’t be imported here, because we don’t import anything.  (That would give away our secret existence and location.)  So even if we have a person who would break the law to have a gun, he can’t get one.  With no guns the incidence of murder, accidental death, and suicide in Nutopia is way way down.

We feel, as most people in the world who have thought about it surely do, that the earth would be a far better place if guns had never been invented.  The American Civil War, World War I,  World War II, and all subsequent wars would have been many times less murderous without guns; and some of these wars might never have occurred at all if there were no guns.  A high percentage of both small and large hostile incidents start with the unauthorized or illegal firing of a gun.  But since guns were invented, and manufactured, and sold, and used, the only thing you outsiders can do is to try to protect yourselves with guns—protect yourselves from other people with guns.  At the international level that game is called “the arms race”.

We Nutopians will never need guns since we always settle our own differences peaceably, and you barbarians will never find us.  Watch who you are calling barbarians, Max.  Nothing personal, Dreamer, but I can’t think of a more appropriate metaphor at the moment.  It is interesting to note that the ancient barbarians had no guns, but now it is those with guns who are the more barbaric.

 

MAINTAINING LAW AND ORDER

In Nutopia, since our citizenry is not armed there is little reason for our police to be armed, therefore they are not.  Since our police and citizens have no guns, the few criminals we have are far less inclined to break our capital-offense law against guns by trying to make guns for themselves.

Max, don’t you arm the soldiers in Nutopia?  No, because we have no soldiers to arm.  We have no soldiers because we have no enemies.  We have no military organizations of any kind: no army, air force, navy, or marines.  Defense?  Defend us from whom?  You less-evolved humans can’t find us to declare war on us or conquer us, and we certainly wouldn’t want to kill you or each other.  Our States manage to solve their differences quite amicably.  You have a saying, “The pen is mightier than the sword,” but your quarrelsome hawkish peoples have had little success in making that wise observation more than hypothetical.  We live by it.

Quite aside from the lives we save, look at how much lower our taxes are without any war machine to support.  And since crime is so minor here we also have very few cops, lawyers and judges to support.  I wonder if you outsiders will ever become equally civilized.  If you do we Nutopians would like to come out of seclusion and join you.

THE SECOND AMENDMENT 

The Second Amendment to your Constitution currently provides citizens with the right to keep and bear arms, while the Constitution of Nutopia forbids the bearing of arms.  Whoa Max, what do you mean by “currently” provides?  It will permanently provide us with the right to bear arms.  Not necessarily, my dear dreamer.  Your nation can choose to amend your constitution to prohibit guns entirely, to provide additional gun controls, or to eliminate all controls.  You could either repeal or amend your Second Amendment just as you passed the Twenty First Amendment to repeal your Eighteenth Amendment (the prohibition of alcoholic drink).

Your Second Amendment, as it is written, is now obsolete and is causing great mischief in the United States.  At the time your Second Amendment was passed (as part of your Bill of Rights) it made sense.  Citizens sometimes had to protect themselves from the "Savage Indians."  (Mature reflection has raised a question: Which side was the more savage in your encounters with the Native Americans whose land you were stealing?).  In those early days hunting was necessary to provide protein for the table, and guns also provided the most effective protection from once-numerous dangerous wild animals.

THE SPORT OF HUNTING

You classify hunting “game” as a sport.  We in Nutopia take great issue with that classification.  It is neither a sport nor a game, in our view.  The word sportsmanship means fairness to ones opponents.  In most person-to-person sports, or team-to-team sports, good sportsmanship is possible and is observed at least in part.  But hunting wild animals?  That is the most unsportsmanlike “sport” I can think of.  The intended opponent (prey) is not asked if it wants to play the game.  It is not invited to participate in scheduling the game.  It has not been party to the formation of the rules.  At a distance it has no weapon anywhere nearly as deadly as a gun.  The hunter does not need to be a faster runner than the prey; he only needs to have a faster bullet.  Even if the prey sees the hunter at a distance it has no way of knowing that it is in danger, because its instincts don’t include knowledge of guns.  A large carnivore might size up a man at a distance and conclude that it could win a close-quarter battle with that strange creature, but it doesn’t know that creature has a grossly unfair advantage.  A sporting contest?  You must be kidding.

Many species of wildlife are seriously endangered, and more and more species are driven to extinction every year.  There are several reasons why this is happening, but worldwide, among the “big game” species, poaching and “sport” hunting are the main reasons.  To their credit, most hunters follow your hunting laws, but hunting laws are designed to favor the hunters, not the animals, and there will always be rogue hunters as long as there are guns, and animals left to kill.  

There is another serious factor to consider: Your high-IQ columnist, Marilyn vos Savant, pointed out that big game hunters search out and kill the largest healthiest specimens they can find, because these make for better bragging and more impressive trophy heads to hang on the wall.  But nature’s carnivores seek out, kill, and eat the injured, the slowest, the oldest and the weakest prey (to reduce personal effort and risk).  Thus we see that nature’s predator’s practice survival of the fittest, while humans with guns promote survival of the weakest.  As a result researchers are observing that the members of hunted species are becoming smaller and weaker, making them more vulnerable to extinction.  Thus guns seriously threaten certain wild populations both directly and indirectly.

Still another thought comes to mind.  Your people mostly seem to worry about causing or allowing “extinction” of a species.  It seems to me you use that term because you just want a few left to look at and study, and that the natural balance of the different species is of little importance to you.  When did you give yourselves the right to destroy natural balances by reducing the number in certain species?  Aside from tampering with nature itself, you often hurt human society, such as when you kill off natural predators thus permitting proliferation of undesirable vermin.

THE RIGHT TO KILL

Your right to bear arms isn't really a right to kill each other, but it surely expedites and simplifies the process.  Thus if you have any concern over the continuing good will of your neighbor toward you, then you might be inclined to exercise your right to bear arms.  And your neighbor is apt to have similar concerns about you; therefore the United States became an armed and dangerous country.  This mistrust is seen to accelerate with time: the percentage of your people with arms continues to increase.

We read that gun sales are way up in the United States currently, because your newly elected President Obama proposes to work toward better gun control laws.  So people who have been thinking about getting a gun, more guns, or more deadly guns, are rushing to get under the wire before any laws are passed that might thwart their possible future plans.  Gun shops are swamped.  Isaac Newton pointed out that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Here, by an unforeseen twist, a positive plan of action was preceded by a negative reaction.

 

SAD STATISTICS

Teen violence [usually with guns] ends a young person's life every ninety-two minutes according to Joseph Marshall Jr., cofounder of the Omega Boys Club, San Francisco.  In Britain, where there are very few handguns, there were thirty-three gun deaths in 1992.  In the United States, in the same year, there were 13,220 handgun deaths.  In 1993 more than 35,000 Americans died from guns.  Gun deaths more than doubled in one year!  These figures were from Knight-Ridder News Service.

Your country has been debating and vacillating over the banning of assault weapons, which led my daughter, Maxine, to ask me, with obvious sarcasm, “If only assault weapons are banned in the U.S., would the civilian gun deaths each year fall from 35,000 to about 33,000, or only to 34,000?"  She sure knows how to get to the root of a problem.
Could America ever get an amendment through which would take away the toys of millions of gun lovers?  The gun people have a very strong lobbying group, the National Rifle Association.  According to one article, in 1996 the NRA was lobbying to try to eliminate funding to the Federal Centers for Disease Control for the study of gun violence.  Lovely.

 

BUT GUNS ARE NEAT

The vast majority of your gun owners are law-abiding citizens who want the best for your country, as well as want continuing freedom to engage in their various gun-related hobbies, along with armed defense as they see it.

Target shooting is a challenging sport that we in Nutopia enjoy as much as your people do.  But we have no guns.  No problem.  Bow-and-arrow target practice is very popular here, and it requires an equal or higher degree of skill than target shooting with guns.  Of course arrows can be deadly too, but a bowman with a hand-drawn bow can never shoot anywhere nearly as fast, accurately, or as far as a gun.  For mass murder the weapons of choice are clearly guns.  Your Native Americans gave up their bows and arrows as soon as they could get guns.

For long-range high-accuracy target practice Nutopian marksmen improve their skills with laser-beam devices.  Since our people have never had guns, a laser target-shooting device doesn’t need to look and act like a gun.  But in your gun-loving country your target-shooting devices could be made to look like a gun, make a lour BANG, recoil, and then smell like a freshly fired gun.

GUNS ARE HORRIBLE

Sometimes the rights of a special interest group must be abridged in order to preserve the rights of society as a whole: In this case the right of citizens to live without fear of being killed by firearms.  And the fear we are talking about is not unreasonable fear in the minds of a few neurotic people, but a justifiable fear on the streets in all of your cities and in widespread areas of your United States—and even in elementary and high schools.  Remember Columbine, for one of increasing numbers of school massacres.

Frankly, we in Nutopia wonder whether the U.S. populace is collectively wise enough to better control guns, and if so, how and when?  How many more hundreds of thousands of people will you sacrifice before you take effective action?  Your gun lovers may be thinking, “That is a bunch of crap, guns aren't the only way to kill people; take away our guns and there will still be murders.”  True, but I am talking about the number of murders.  Guns are highly effective killing machines because that is the purpose for which they were developed.  How many people would be killed by a madman on a rampage in a crowd if he had no guns?  Without guns there would be no random and senseless shootings from passing cars?  Without guns there would be no drug and gang-war shootings.  Think about it.  Guns are neat but they are also deadly and horrible!  As a society you must control them.  Boy, am I glad that I live in Nutopia.

Chapter 10

LIABILITY

It was my pleasure to welcome Maxine to this special dream.  She said:

As you have already seen, Nutopia has a great many areas where our beliefs and  practices are much different from yours in the U.S.  One of them is our relative freedom from liability suits.  Let me give you some true examples from your own country.

LAUGHABLE LIABILITY

An artist in Indianapolis had made an abstract forty-five-foot stainless-steel sculpture in 1987, on vacant land that he did not own.  In 1993 the land was sold to the city of Indianapolis.  The city notified the artist and gave him an opportunity to remove the sculpture.  He didn't.  In 1995 the city, preparing to use the land, tore down the sculpture.  In 1996 the artist brought suit against the city “for destroying public art.”

At this point I told Maxine about a woman my wife and I knew personally, who had lived in a particular apartment building for years.  In the yard was a concrete walkway that she used regularly.  It contained a single low concrete step.  The walk and step were in good condition.  One day she somehow stumbled on that step and broke her hip.  She had been in good health, it was daytime, and the walkway and step were clean and dry.  She sued the apartment-house owners and won a two-hundred-thousand dollar settlement (For her own carelessness?)

One would assume the money went to pay her hospital bills.  No, the government (Medicare) paid those: she used the award to buy a condominium.  (She probably needed that because she was no longer welcome in the apartment house).  One could question the character of this woman, but the real criminals here are a system that encourages the cheaters of the world to cheat, and the lawyers who warp the facts to enable themselves to profit from such nonsense suits.

Maxine then contributed another true story from the United States: An article in the Minneapolis Star Tribune reported that Dale L. Larson, who had consumed eight beers and five mixed drinks, and had a blood-alcohol level nearly three times the legal limit to drive, fell on a brick ramp, broke his jaw and some teeth.  The courts ruled: “Gaps in the bricks were an initiating factor.”  Larson was awarded $41,540 in damages.

LIABILITY IS ALL ABOUT MONEY

Wealthy people and large corporations are always at risk no matter how innocent they may be.  For example, every time a commercial jetliner goes down for any reason, law suits spring up like wildfires.  The airline and the company that made the plane are sued, and the airplane engine company, the instrumentation companies, the air-traffic control authority, the FCC, the FAA, perhaps the US Weather Bureau, and any other organization which might possibly be connected with the crash.  These suits go on for years and the net result is that the attorneys get rich and most of us get poorer through higher airline fares.

Commercial flying is probably the safest form of travel these days, but there is always some small risk.  Those who fly should accept that risk personally, as they accept risk in other aspects of living.  No law, natural or manmade, can guarantee us a completely safe journey through life.  The risk in flying is much smaller than driving, but we are misled by the media: Hundreds of thousands of isolated highway traffic injuries and deaths are small-time news, while ten people dying in a plane crash is front-page news; sometimes for months.  It isn’t financially worthwhile to sue average individual drivers, but suing corporations can be very profitable.

Except for the case of terrorist actions, and the occasional mentally disturbed person, airplane crashes don't occur because of malicious or grossly careless actions on the part of people or companies.  They usually occur because of weather conditions, honest manufacturing or maintenance mistakes, because of air-traffic-control equipment problems, or because of pilot or air-traffic-controller errors.  They occur because people are human.  You are effectively suing corporations for hiring humans.

Certainly the flight crewmembers will avoid doing anything stupid if they possibly can, since their own lives are at stake.  Likewise, the airlines won't do anything stupid if they can help it, because crashes affect their future percentage of the market in that very competitive business.  People associated with airplanes, from the designers, builders, maintenance and airport crews usually do the best they can because they know that lives will be on the line, and because their own jobs are at stake.

People who are unable to accept anything less than perfection from their fellow man should neither fly nor do anything else that depends upon other people, because universal and unending human perfection is not available on this earth.  People who know of the risks and accept them, yet claim foul and demand compensation when the cards turn against them, are not playing the game fairly.  In a fair world (in Nutopia) we all take our chances, and we accept our lot like men and women when we lose.  Well, Hooray for Nutopia.

LESS LIABLE TO BE LIABLE

Maxine continued: Nutopia has far fewer lawyers per capita than you do: far fewer eager attorneys looking for ways to legally (?) take money away from people and organizations.

Next, we didn't want to pay the kind of taxes you do in support of a huge justice system.  And our bright citizens see that for every dollar the government or a company pays out in court awards, and for every dollar organizations spend defending themselves, there will eventually be a corresponding increase in what we-the-people pay for goods and services.  We in Nutopia have therefore incorporated effective restraints in our justice system.  Unless there is real evidence of malfeasance, inexcusable negligence, or serious malpractice, the filing of a liability suit is not allowed.

The important difference between you and us is in the attitudes of our two peoples.  In the U.S. the prevailing attitude is to soak the industries and to soak the insurance companies, because “they can afford it.”  In Nutopia we know that soaking the big boys trickles down to soaking all of us.  Big companies are usually smart enough to maintain their own profit margins even when they have to pay large legal defense fees and large awards.  And the way they do that, of course, is to add these costs to the price of their goods and services.  The consumers are the ultimate losers.

TEMPESTS IN TEAPOTS

Asbestos is a fairly common highly useful fibrous rock-like mineral found in the earth.  Your courts and media have lately given it a very bad name; but it isn't really all that bad.  If it were we would have to blame God, since man didn’t make it.  But God doesn’t accept liability suits against himself.  Man has safely used asbestos for many purposes since ancient times.  In the twentieth century the Johns-Manville Company, in the United States and Canada, mined asbestos in large quantities and manufactured a number of useful, effective, and popular asbestos-containing products.

Late in the history of asbestos mining it was found that asbestos miners who were constantly exposed to almost microscopic airborne asbestos fibers for many hours a day for years often developed asbestosis or mesothelioma, serious lung diseases.  Asbestosis is comparable to “silicosis”, which many hard-rock miners get, and to “'black-lung disease”, which coal miners are subject to.

Johns-Manville, a reputable manufacturer, provided valuable asbestos products and hundreds of jobs for many decades.  Manville asbestos has probably saved far more lives than it has destroyed, since it was used in such safety items as automobile brake linings and many kinds of fireproofing, including nonflammable ceiling tiles for homes and other buildings.

Johns-Manville was forced into bankruptcy by enormous awards in class action suits by sharp lawyers.  Manville was by far the largest company in the asbestos business; which made them a vulnerable target for attorneys.  Nutopia still uses a lot of asbestos (with appropriate safeguards, especially for the miners), because it is an excellent material.  There are few if any adequate substitutes in some applications (such as effective flexible fireproof insulation).  But hardly anyone in the United States dares to even touch it anymore; due to the frighteningly bad and unfair name it was given in these suits.

The facts that were downplayed in the liability suits, and ignored by the media, are that whether or not people get asbestosis or mesothelioma depends entirely upon how intense their exposure to asbestos fibers has been, and how long the exposures lasted.  Asbestos miners who worked forty hours a week for forty years without breathing protection are a completely different case from that of a family living in a home with asbestos-containing ceiling tiles.  In the first case millions or billions of asbestos fibers will embed themselves in the workers lungs, while in the second case very little if any asbestos will be breathed in by the residents.  But the liability lawyers try to make you believe that asbestos is so violently poisonous that you don’t dare to even get close to the stuff.  As of mid 2009 the asbestos suits are still going strong.  Have a look at: http://www.asbestosnews.com/mesothelioma/legal-help.html 

I agree, Maxine.  Our profit system and our media articles and ads often greatly distort the truth in such matters.  Here are a few personal datum points: In my home workshop I have a big roll of asbestos paper and some rigid asbestos board that I occasionally use for heat protection in soldering and welding.  I “played” with mercury a lot in my chemistry and physics experiments as a kid, and I have had several dozen mercury amalgam fillings in my teeth most of my life.  I have used dozens of gallons of both white-lead compound paints and red-lead oxide-containing paints, getting it on my hands and elsewhere dozens of times, I have used a lot of lead/tin solder, and I have melted, cast and machined a couple hundred pounds of metallic lead over the years.  Did you know that women once wore cosmetics with white lead in them and lipstick with red lead?  And most of the famous paintings were made with lead paints.  Lock up the Louvre.

I am now ninety years old and in excellent heath with no signs of lead poisoning, mercury poisoning or asbestos illnesses.  With what I know now I would have been a little more careful with these and other semi-dangerous materials throughout my life.  However, I never smoked, since tobacco has killed far more people than any of the above, and it is the only one of the three that has no useful purpose—Oh—Sorry: Nicotine is used as a bug killer.  Unfortunately for the bugs, they aren’t given a choice regarding exposure to nicotine.  Humans are.

FEMININE BEAUTY

Maxine said, Thanks Mr. Dreamer, you taught me a few things.  Along somewhat similar lines, do you remember the infamous breast-implant liability cases?  Dow Corning, another of your great and honorable U.S. companies, is the chief manufacturer of silicones and silicone products.  The silicones are a series of nontoxic stable man-made compounds containing the element silicon, the main ingredient of most sand and the second most abundant element in the earth's crust.  Silicones are used in the form of fluids, lubricants, synthetic rubbers, sealants, and adhesives.

Starting over fifty years ago, silicone has been used in seven million or so breast implants.  Silicone-filled implants have superior “natural characteristics”, and tests had shown neither human toxicity problems nor foreign-body rejection problems.

But, as is normal in the general population, a few recipients of these nature-enhancers developed illnesses of one type or another.  (If you find a group of any kind where none of the members ever get sick, I want to join it.)  A sick woman, somewhere, wondered whether her sickness was caused by her breast implants.  The question spread in the minds of other sick women with implants, your lawyers saw a way to make money, and they saw Dow Corning Corporation as the source of that money.  They were “successful” in their narrow money-making goal, but they almost destroyed reputable Dow Corning and all of its jobs and needed products.

Do silicone breast implants really cause some diseases as the lawyers claimed?  An article published by the New England Journal of Medicine in June 1955 reported on a 14-year study of 87,501 nurses, 876 of them with silicone implants.  The researchers found no association between silicone breast implants and the claimed autoimmune and connective tissue diseases, such as lupus.  Studies by Harvard, Johns Hopkins, and the Mayo Clinic did not show that silicone leaks from breast implants cause immune-system diseases.  An article, by Gary Taubes in DISCOVER of December 1995 said “Supposed scientific evidence presented by the plaintiffs has been found to have gross errors, and the ‘expert’ who provided it has been discredited.”  In mid January 1997, Robert E. Jones, a federal judge in Portland Oregon, ruled that evidence supporting the linkage to immune-system diseases does not meet the threshold of scientific proof necessary to be presented to juries.  With this ruling, the plaintiffs will no longer be able to present pseudoscientific evidence.  David E. Bernstein, George Mason University School of Law, wrote, “The problem was that most juries were unschooled in the complexities of science, and were simply unable to render an informed opinion.  When people with sound scientific backgrounds turned up in jury pools, they were often quickly dismissed though preemptory challenge by plaintiffs' attorneys who preferred uneducated jurors more easily swayed by emotional appeals.  Judge Jones' ruling should begin to shrink the number of huge jury awards determined solely by sympathy without regard to the merits of the case.”

Meanwhile, the Dow Corning bankruptcy litigation in Michigan was moving forward.  There were thousands of silicone implant cases around the country still pending, and others had been decided.  Were the class-action awards, including an individual $25 million award, and an award for $40 million to another individual justified?  Should a good company with good safe products and its many jobs be destroyed?

Dow Corning was in bankruptcy protection for nine years, ending in June 2004.  They are again in full production of silicone-filled breast implants, along with many other valuable silicone products.  As of 2008, forty seven percent of current breast implants are silicone filled.  Seven long-term follow-up studies show that women with silicone implants have a reduced incidence of breast cancer otherwise expected in the general population.
WARNING LABELS

I find it irritating and embarrassing that Maxine and Max seem to know more about the United States than I do; but Maxine continued: As an indication of the scope of the liability-litigation business in the United States these days, have a look at the literature you get with the next product you buy.  It doesn't matter much what the product is or how relatively safe it is to use; chances are you will find a notice that warns you of possible dangers from misuse of the product or its parts.

She was right as usual.  My wife and I just bought a window blind.  I am looking at a card that was packed with the blind, which warns that it is possible for children to strangle in window blind actuating cords, and says that the cords must be kept out of the reach of children.  I doubt if that is a frequent accident, but it is to the company's credit that they provide this humanitarian warning.  When I told Maxine about it she agreed, but pointed out: The Company’s economic reason for including the warning card, is to try to protect themselves from ridiculous and dishonest liability suits and inflated awards.  For example, assume that a kid accidentally strangled himself while playing with a piece of cord that his parents gave him, or that he had found.  A sharp crooked greedy lawyer might ask the bereaved, “Do you have any blinds in the house with cords on them?  If so, I think I can help you financially.”

I understand that at least one manufacturer of powered model airplane propellers provides a warning notice that sticking one’s fingers into the path of a whirling propeller will cause injuries.

But written warnings don't completely protect the manufacturers of products in the United States anyway.  In spite of being warned, an injured party can still sometimes sue and win.  A small company in Virginia that made driving aids for handicapped people went out of business because it couldn't afford the liability insurance.  Too risky.  Few companies make gymnastics or hockey equipment anymore.  Too risky.  Your country has virtually stopped making light aircraft: the biggest cost is product liability.  “One day, we're going to wake up and say, ‘the hell with it—competing is just too risky!’  Why even try to build a better mousetrap?  Let somebody else do it; and then sue him”—From a speech by Lee Iacocca.

I'm sure you have read about the many doctors and dentists who are leaving their practices in the U.S.A., because of the prohibitive cost of liability insurance.  Legal scholar Patrick Atiyah estimated that the cost of medical malpractice suits in the United States was 30 or 40 times higher than in Great Britain.  He believed the number of defective product suits in your country to be about 100 times higher than Great Britain.  In the U.S. personal injury suits cost more than in any other nation.  “Law is big business.  The direct cost of litigation to the [U. S.] economy is at least $80 billion each year.”—Patrick Atiyah.

Practically all other nations, including Nutopia, have laws that make the losing party in liability litigation pay the winner's legal costs.  You should too!  But do the lawyers care which side pays their bills?  You bet they do!  They are against proposed laws making the losers pay, since it is obvious that this would greatly reduce the number of frivolous suits, and greatly reduce the yearly take of the legal fraternity.  Getting laws passed that the lawyers wouldn't like is tough indeed.

IN NUTOPIA

There are several general factors which lead to far fewer liability suits in Nutopia.  First, there are far fewer lawyers per capita here; the ones we do have are busy with important matters and don't have to chase ambulances.  Another factor is part and parcel of Nutopia's superior training in morality and personal responsibility.  We are taught as children that we live in an imperfect world, and that it is our responsibility to watch out for our own welfare, and for our own personal and children’s physical safety.  We learn that if we take chances and have an accident we personally will suffer.  No one else is responsible for our carelessness.  Pardon the interruption Maxine, but a neighbor of ours once let their three-year old play in the street unattended, and then sued when a passing car injured the child (who darted out from behind a parked car).
It is recognized in Nutopia that humans make mistakes, and machines don't always work exactly as they were intended to work.  It is understood that a commercial product is used at the user's risk.  “Let the buyer beware.”  Only in cases of apparent extreme negligence or likely criminal intent on the part of a company will that company be sued.

In the United States too many people are living off the tort system: The lawyers, the successful plaintiffs, the judges, and the other court employees all make money from liability suits.  Even the insurance companies, in the long run, profit by judgments against them.  If there were never any danger of being sued, liability insurance would be non-existent.  And the liability awards they have to pay amount to advertising for their insurance business.  Frequent judgments for insured plaintiffs are the prime reason why new clients take out liability insurance, and why old clients increase their coverage.

Compared to the United States, we in Nutopia have far fewer liability suits, both valid and fraudulent.  There are fewer courts, much lower insurance premiums, far fewer people who get rich on court awards, and the cost of almost all goods and services is therefore less, effectively raising our standard of living for everyone.

We Nutopians accept responsibility for our own safety and our own welfare.  We do not depend upon society and government to protect us from our own carelessness.  Maxine was repeating herself, but I guess that message will take a lot of repeating before the mass of Americans understand it and take the necessary actions to get us onto a more logical, ethical, and economical track.

Chapter 11

RELIGION IN NUTOPIA

Max and Maxine set the stage for this subject with several stories and quotes:  A fellow was undergoing a serious operation when his heart stopped.  The doctor injected adrenalin, zapped him with the electric pads, massaged his heart, finally got it ticking again, and finished the operation.  The doctor came into the recovery room as the patient was waking up from the anesthesia, and said, “I'm delighted that you are still with us.  I don't mean to frighten you, but you died on the operating table, and it was touch and go there for a bit.”  The patient replied, “Yes, I know, I died, went to heaven, and I saw God.”  At that the doctor became quite excited and inquired, “Well tell me, what is He like?”  The patient paused a few seconds, and then said, “Well—in the first place—She is Chinese.”

Second story: “Almighty Creator of the Heaven and Earth, do you have any regrets?”  And the Lord answered,  “I suppose if I regret anything it’s Humanity.  Not because of their mendacity or cruelty, their hatefulness, cupidity, avarice, lust, adultery, or the overall vile ferocity of their dealings with each other.  It’s that I had to go and make them in my image.”—Brooke McEldowney

I then asked Maxine how they could tell which religion a Nutopian person belongs to.  She flippantly answered: The Catholics are the ones who don't necessarily celebrate mass, the Christian Scientists are the ones who will sometimes go to doctors, the Jews are the ones who don't always object to eating pork, and the Muslims are the ones who five times a day may fail to pray toward Mecca.  She admitted borrowing that bit of humor from an article in our Atlantic Monthly.

Finally: In answer to a question from the audience in one of his public lectures, physicist Stephen Hawking replied, “I have learned not to answer questions about God.  It only causes trouble.”

RELIGIONS COME IN MANY FLAVORS

According to Max the following religions are recognized in Nutopia: Agnostic, Animist, Atheist, Buddhist, Christian including Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, and many Protestant Denominations including the Amish, Anglican, Assembly of God, Baha’i, Baptist, Calvin, Christian Science, Congregational, Episcopal, Huguenot, Jehovah’s Witness, Lutheran, Mennonite, Methodist, Mormon, Nazarene, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Quaker, Roma, Scientologist, Seventh-Day Adventist, Unity, Unification, and Unitarian Universalism.  Then there is Confucian, Druid, Egyptian gods, Greek gods, East Indian gods, Norse gods, Roman gods, Krishna, Hindu, Humanist, American Indian religions, three or more branches of Islam, Judaism of at least three persuasions, Pagan, Polynesian, Shinto, Spiritualist, Voodoo, Wicca, Zoroastrian, and many others.

Obviously inventing religions has been a popular human occupation over the centuries and millennia.  But it appears to me that almost all believers interpret or practice their religion in slightly different ways than the other believers of that same basic religion do: so I argue that there are billions of different religious beliefs, not just a few dozen.

It is interesting to note that religious believers have little or no trouble in believing stories supposedly first told by uneducated people in distant undeveloped countries millennia ago; stories full of contradictions, successively translated into different languages, loosely interpreted and probably intentionally modified by people over the centuries.  Yet some of these believers reject certain facts of modern science where the data is current, logical and provable.  I reject the conclusions of those who claim that there is no conflict between religion and science; and that we can logically believe both.

All religious beliefs are welcome in Nutopia, provided they do not cause discords within the population, cause crimes under the laws of Nutopia, or otherwise degrade the quality of life in our close-to-perfect country.  Church and state are strictly separate here.  The teaching or advocation of specific religions in the public schools is forbidden, but comparative-religion courses at the high school and college levels are welcome where religious philosophy and history are taught without bias toward any particular religion.  

There is no government support or tax relief for any religion.  The Nutopian government treats religious organizations much as it does fraternal organizations and clubs.  We note that some of the fraternal organizations, such as the Masons, have a strong religious background.  In Nutopia we have chapters of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and the YWCA, the Boy and Girl Scouts, and other originally Christian organizations.  But here, under our anti-discrimination laws, applicants for membership in such organizations can neither be required to swear allegiance to any religion nor refused membership because of their religious beliefs or lack of them.

The majority of people here don't put stock in the old religious stories and supposed miracles.  Most Nutopians are humanist, agnostic, atheist, or “no religion.”

RELIGIOUS LOGIC

I asked Maxine whether Nutopia has problems similar to the evolution-vs.-creationism teaching controversy that continues in the United States.  She said: We teach only the science of the origins of life on earth and leave the religious stories to the churches.  Lest you fear, however, I assure you we teach that there are major gaps yet remaining in the ability of science to answer all the questions on the subject of the origins of life.  There are still major unknowns in most fields of science.  All sciences are progressing at a rapid rate, but we still have an enormous amount to learn.  We will never know it all.  We don't believe that any religion has all of the answers either, or believe that the answers of any of the religions make more sense than the answers of science.

One very basic question I have never heard a satisfying answer to is, “If God created the Heaven and the Earth, who created God? —And Why?”  Ah, simple: a higher god created God—because he wanted to.  Science tries to answer logical questions logically, while religion sidesteps basic questions by unsatisfying replies such as “Only God knows.”  It appears that we humans, especially in the past, invent religion as a simple way to get ourselves off the hook for all of the things we don’t understand.  We invent gods who know it all, so that we don’t have to.  This is like a child looking up to a parent who is assumed to know it all and will take care of all of the child’s problems.  The problem with the God or gods “simplifications”, for child or adult, is that they are more intellectually incomprehensible than the original questions.

THAT IS UNCONSTITUTIONAL

We observe that the United States and some other nations are in violation of their constitutional requirements for separation of Church and State in a number of ways.  You put the phrase “under God” in your flag salute, and you still have the phrase “in God we trust” on your coins and bills.  It seems to us that that constitutes discrimination against a number of religions.  Wouldn’t your Hindu citizens prefer to use currency that read “In Shiva we trust”, or some other favored Hindu deity.  Your atheists accept your godly money, but they might prefer, “In science we trust.”  Or more likely they would prefer to trust only the government that printed the money and the economic system that determines its changing real value.  Your President is expected to go to church, and there would be a big fuss by Christians if he or she were of any other religion.  There was concern in some quarters when Obama was elected, as to whether he is a Christian or a Muslim.  Worst of all, if he were an out-of-the-closet atheist there would be a major uproar.

The difference between your country and Nutopia in this regard, is that almost all of us here fully accept our complete separation of church and state, and “religiously” abide by it.  In the United States, unfortunately, too many of your people seem to have a strong need or command from God to “save the souls of the heretics and the heathen.”

PRAYER IS ALLOWED IN NUTOPIA

Our pupils and students are allowed to pray individually or collectively before and after school, during lunch break, and all day Saturday and Sunday, but students are not permitted to pray during periods of instruction since that would reduce their secular education: the purpose of the schools.  Students are allowed unlimited praying in the churches and in their homes, except it is noted that excessive prayer during homework hours would have an adverse effect upon grades.

A study of the above will show that students can legally pray for over twice as many hours as they go to school, and still sleep eight hours in every twenty-four.  But we believe that most of the pressure for prayer in your schools comes not because religious students are short on praying time, but as a form of proselytizing to convert non-Christian students, to increase the power of Christianity and its leaders.

It seems to me that there are several driving forces at work in attempts to convert others to a particular belief, including to agnosticism or atheism.  Firstly, some religions preach that it is the sacred as well as the moral duty of the members to convert others; informing them of “the truth” (as they believe it), or in order to “save their souls.”  Another reason for proselytizing is that there is strength, and safety in numbers.  A minority group may be concerned about keeping the majority from passing laws harmful to them, so they try to grow in order to expand their power.  This is comparable to the struggles between political parties.

Maxine surprised me with her insight and wisdom; but I thought her a bit blunt on the whole subject of religion.  I was curious to know what her personal religion was, but I did not ask.  However she volunteered the following: If one or a few people insisted on trying to teach me something that seemed wrong to me, my own judgment would prevail, and if I were a rude person I might tell them to “buzz off.”  However, if millions of people believe things that I reject, I reexamine my own contrary thoughts more closely.  Unless I was a very strong individual, I would be apt to conclude that even though I could not understand the logic (or lack of it) in what they were trying to sell me, I was in a very small minority; therefore, like it or not, I must question my contrary beliefs.

Conversely, if I was strong in my own variant convictions and was also a very strong leader—someone like Adam Smith, Brigham Young, Buddha, John the Baptist, Jesus, L. Ron Hubbard, Martin Luther, Mary Baker Eddy, Moses, or Muhammad—then I might establish my own religion and spread the word.  I note that the founders of religions and other unique views don’t necessarily have to be intelligent, honest, moral, or even sane, as long as they are convincing speakers or writers.  We are gullible creatures, and many of us are easily enticed to follow wrong but powerful leaders and self-professed discoverers and inventors in any field.  Take Ponzi scheme inventors for instance: They never run short of “marks”, until the bubble busts.

THE ROOTS OF RELIGION

Maxine had more to say on what she called supernaturalism: If there is only one true religion (or no true religion), by definition all of the many others must be wrong.  The wise founders of Nutopia didn't feel wise enough to select the one and only right one, so we, like the United States, have no state religion.  Religion, or lack if it, is a personal choice.  Perhaps humans in general have a psychological need to believe in enticing things that they would like but cannot understand and cannot prove to be possible.  “Accentuate the positive and eliminate the negative.”  Does it matter whether the chosen “positive” is valid or not?

On that subject, I was once in an English class during which the word “truth” came under discussion.  Most of us students logically insisted that a truth was always true, but several in the class, who turned out to be Catholic, said in essence, No, “A Truth” is not necessarily the truth.  “A Truth” is something the Catholic Church has, by power of papal edict, officially pronounced to be “true”, but it is not necessarily the truth, even as seen and practiced (or ignored) by many Catholics themselves.”
Maxine changed the subject slightly: Religions almost always endorse morality, peace, generosity, honesty, loyalty, love etc., but religions do not have sole claim to these good things, and some of their own members fail to observe them adequately.  “Love thy neighbor”, but religious wars have been a horrendous source of misery, injury, and the death of millions of people throughout history.  The religious wars continue.  The Arab-Israeli struggle is still on, religious fighting in India, fighting between Islamic sects, the United States in Iraq and Afghanistan, et al.  I note that in some of these struggles the main thrust is territorial, political, and economic; but religious differences are also a prominent factor.  “God is on our side, because we have the true religion.”  “We are the chosen people.” Seems to be believed by many different religious organizations.  It is safe to say that religion has been the root, or one of the root causes of most of the wars in the history of mankind.  Peace loving?

But, Maxine, it is encouraging to see that the Catholic-Irish Christians and the Protestant-Irish Christians seem to be getting along much better these days, after centuries of killing each other.  It is said that Irishmen like a good brouhaha, a good brawl, but this has been a bit much and too long for even the Irish.


Maxine continued: Speaking of Catholics, I agree with other Nutopians that Church-imposed requirement for celibacy (the prohibition of marriage) by priests and nuns is a very unwise commandment.  The problem is that Nature or God has provided Homo sapiens with very strong sex drives.  These are so strong that both secular sex crimes and Catholic and other religious sexual sins are frighteningly high the world over.  Certainly you must try to apprehend and punish secular sex offenders to protect society, but we here note that there it much disagreement in the United States and some other countries as to which sexual activities should be rated as criminal.   


But back to sexual sins as seen by The Church and by civil law.  Why oh why does The Church feel it is necessary to punish those who choose to dedicate their lives to the service of their God, by trying to deprive them of civilly-legal, normal, healthy, natural, god-given sexual activity?  We hear of some such servants of God who have secret common-law partners.  This arrangement hurts no one (except for guilt and fear stresses in the partners) as long as the arrangement remains secret.  If found out the participants are subjected to mild forms of the old Catholic Inquisition.  But when powerful natural sex drives lead to the sexual abuse of choirboys, for instance, you force great feelings of guilt upon the somewhat weak sinners, do great emotional damage to the sexual victims, damage the finances of Parishes found guilty by the courts into bankruptcy in some cases; and greatly damage the reputation of The Church in the opinion of the public and of its own members, thereby reducing its own membership and political power.  Solution?  Simple.  Drop the medieval vow of chastity now required from all of your servants of God, or use robots or eunuchs without sexual drive.  I am baffled by the fact that The Church forbids birth control and abortion among its members, thereby encouraging their population growth; yet it forbids reproduction among its own leaders.  Does this mean that they think common members are worthy of  replacing themselves, but that their own leaders are not?   

RELIGION ISN'T ESSENTIAL
Here in Nutopia, which has no religious wars or any other kind of wars, religion is a force for good, almost regardless of which religion we are talking about.  However, Nutopia rejects the belief that religion per se is essential in order to have a good and moral society.  But rational morals training in any settings, including homes, schools, churches and Sunday schools is effective in promoting harmony and reducing crime.  Threats of hell and damnation for sinners are ineffective with most people in educated societies.

There is more crime per capita in some nations than in others, but that results more from the type of government, economic levels, and lack of early morals training, rather than from choice of religion if any.  The open practice of religion in Russia has greatly increased since the collapse of the Soviet Union and its opposition to religion.  But crime has also greatly increased in Russia, not because religion promotes crime (except for sex crimes) but because there is less strict law enforcement in Russia now.

Maxine told me: The majority of Nutopians are pleased to read that the ratio of religious people to nonreligious people is declining in many developed countries.  Previously most of our parents encouraged us to believe the family religion.  We instinctively learn by observing, listening to, and following Mom and Dad in our most receptive younger years.  By the time we are teenagers and thinking for ourselves it may be painfully late with regard to religious beliefs.  Our early lesson all too often was that good people believe in God, the way Mom and Dad do, and those who don’t will go to hell.  Too many people so trained don’t have the courage combined with the intellectual curiosity required to take the frightening step of questioning religion.  The more intense, lengthy and fundamental the early religious training, the more difficult and more guilt generating it is to question that religion later.

My father, Max, and my Mother brought me up by “the good book”, but I developed different thoughts many years later, as did Dad himself.  As the average level of education climbs, and science and other disciplines discover more and more facts, more people are comparing the facts with the fables, and thinking for themselves.  It is a very slow process, but the use of logic is accelerating in much of the world.  Books on Agnosticism and Atheism have become popular instead of banned, dozens of discussion groups on the subject exist, and the shock of hearing that someone is an agnostic or atheist is largely gone, except in evangelical circles.  

“Would you persuade?   Speak of Interest, not of Reason” and “The Way to see by Faith is to shut the Eye of Reason.”  —Benjamin Franklin in Poor Richard’s Almanac.

It does help reduce the guilt feelings to know that one is not alone in his or her heretical thinking, so here is a short list of agnostics, some of whom you might have heard of.  H. L. Mencken, Mark Twain, Tom Bergeron, Ingmar Bergman, Larry King, Andy Rooney, Bertrand Russell, Clarence Darrow, David Attenborough, Francis Crick, Marie Curie, Charles Darwin, Albert Einstein, Milton Friedman, Carl Sagan, and Steve Wozniak.  

  The list of well-known atheists runs into the thousands.  For a few hundred, have a look at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_atheists_(miscellaneous)

In February 2008 the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life released the results of a survey given to over 35,000 adults across the United States.  Among many other things, it showed that more than twenty-five percent of American adults had left the faith of their childhood.  Sixteen percent did not belong to any particular faith.  Four percent said they were agnostic or atheist, and twelve percent effectively said they had no religion.  In March of 2009, in a major study of U.S. religion conducted by Trinity College in Hartford Connecticut, fifteen percent of those in a survey of 54,000 people marked, “No religion.”  Twenty-seven percent said they did not expect to have a religious funeral service.  Thirty percent of the married people said their marriage service was not religious.  In Nutopia our figures for the increasing abandonment of religion are much higher than yours in the United States.  But do take note that we are very good people without believing many of the things the various religion-makers decided we should believe.  Thus spaketh Maxine.
I don’t know about you, but I found the surprising yet logical facts in these sessions on religion to be real food for thought. A final observation: It is a pleasant surprise to see that the last survey Maxine summarized for us was conducted by an organization named, “Trinity College”.

THE AFRICAN RENAISSANCE?
Once Maxine and I were discussing the current problems in Africa and she gave me her fascinating theory on the subject: Earlier most of the African nations were colonized or conquered by European powers.  The usurpers probably used words such as “save their souls” or “civilize them”.  But “Relieve them of their land and natural resources, and subjugate them” would have been a more accurate choice of words.  Most of these African colonies were later de-colonized in the third quarter of the 20th century.  But now most of the resulting free nations seem worse off in many ways than they were before they gained their freedoms from their colonial conquerors.  Now they have major economic problems, frequent revolutions, political coups, dictatorships; and terrorist acts are routine.  How come?

It is said that history repeats itself.  Much earlier most of Europe was quite “uncivilized”, being populated by a number of native tribes, such as the Gauls, Celts, Angles, Jutes, Saxons, and Norsemen.  (The European natives were called “barbarians”, and the African natives and original Native Americans were called “savages”.)

The country that came to conquer the European natives was Rome.  The European native tribes may not have been happy under Roman rule, but they were better governed, their languages expanded, they absorbed Roman knowledge, art, many customs, and they became more civilized and had a higher standard of living.  What happened after the Romans left Europe (around 476 AD)?  “The Dark Ages” happened.  The former barbarians knew little of how to govern and do other essential things for themselves because they had become dependent upon Rome.  Trade with Rome and other parts of the known world then largely stopped, economic hardship prevailed, the arts, literature, culture, intellectual pursuits, technology, and industry were all at a low ebb; the tribes and neo-nations of the whole European continent regressed and stagnated and the nations fought among themselves.  But eventually the free European nations recovered from their Dark Ages—in a period known as “The Renaissance”.

Much of Africa is now in its Dark Ages, because it too was conquered and then freed.  The reasons are the same as those that caused the European Dark Ages.  History tells us the next step will be “The African Renaissance”.  And one needs to remember that Rome, the conqueror of Europe, declined and fell.  What fate now awaits the later conquerors, Europe and the United States?

Chapter 12

EDUCATION

In Nutopia the kids go to school, stay in school, behave themselves, study, and learn.  As one might expect, Maxine makes Nutopian schools sound about as near perfect as man and schoolmarm could make them.  But perfection requires a little defining: Their perfection isn't necessarily our perfection.

I don't recall what Maxine’s college major was, but it doesn't matter.  She went through school entirely in Nutopia, so she can’t know all there is to know about our schools.  And all I know about Nutopian schools came from her and Max.  Maxine is a young person, while I am 90.  I went to school about 65 years before she did, and all of my schooling was in the United States.  Meaningful comparisons are difficult with these sizable cultural and generational gaps, but here are some thoughts.

Both Nutopian schools and U.S. schools now teach many things that didn't even exist when I went to school.  There were no computers, satellites, television sets, cell phones, jet airplanes, fluorescent lights, or heart transplants then.  But on the positive side, there was also no AIDS, few street gangs, little drug abuse, and little crime then.  I read about Al Capone, John Dillinger, and other “gangsters,” when I was young, but they didn't bother ordinary people; it was safe to walk the streets most anyplace in the United States, even for a woman alone at night.

Here is another area that troubles me: I learned about the great inventions and inventors in grade school, and I expect most of you readers are also familiar with the names Bell, Edison, Gutenberg, Marconi, Morse, Watt, and Wright.  But what about more recent great inventors and their inventions?

For instance, how many of our younger people know what Shockley, Brattain, and Bardeen invented?  In 1948 they invented the transistor, which made the electronic revolution possible.  The transistor is the primary component in integrated circuits (IC chips), which in turn are at the heart of all modern electronics.  If transistors went away suddenly our modern cars would stop instantly and our phones would all be dead.  Airplanes would crash.  Radios, digital cameras, television sets, VCRs, DVDs, CDs, GPS, FAX machines, computers, music systems, security systems, satellites, radars, digital watches and clocks, hearing aids, advanced medical equipment, heart pacemakers, electronic calculators, blackberries, and many other "essential" things we take for granted would all be lifeless.

The transistor is one of the most important inventions of all time, competing with the wheel for first place; yet most people have little idea of its origin.  I hope our schools squeeze in a bit of that vital history.  I'm tempted to suggest some things they could leave out in order to make time for that itsy bitsy but enormous  marvel, the transistor.

A personal note: My daughter Barbara had a physics professor at Whitman College by the name of Walter Brattain.  After the quarter was over she learned that Dr. Brattain was one of the three inventors of the transistor several decades earlier.  Fame is often fleeting, even when it is for major achievement.  Brattain won the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1956, but who remembers that?  The world will remember Elvis and Michael Jackson, but not remember the inventors of the transistor.  What were their names?  What is a transistor?  That is OK; we remember the “important” things in life, like what celebrity is shown nude on Face Book, a system that could not exist without transistors.

My monologue has been long enough.  Let’s see what Maxine can teach us regarding education: In recent years in the United States, at least in some areas, there has been a shift away from studying hard, and away from competition for scholastic excellence.  In fact some “authorities” are saying we should eliminate competition from schools entirely (except in sports, of course) since competition may damage the egos of those who are less able or less competitive.  And dare I add “less ambitious”, or is it more politically correct to say, “motivationally challenged”?

SPORTS IN SCHOOLS

Speaking of sports, what have they got to do with education?  You people have gone way overboard on sports in schools.  As an example, a high percentage of your population knows one college or university from another only by the ratings of their football or other teams; they know little about what is taught there, or what standing the school has in the academic, scientific, and business worlds.  Many of you know the names of numerous college sports heroes, and the coaches, but don’t know the outstanding academic students or their professors.

I have nothing against sports participants or sports spectators; what I am against is the glorification of sports in schools to the point where education, the supposed object of schools, becomes secondary.  I suppose I shouldn't let it bother me, since it isn't a problem in Nutopia.  We have physical education classes, but don't have competitive sports in our schools at all; our students go to school for academic educations.  You United-Statesians are misguided.  I don’t care for that new word of yours, Maxine, but your point is well taken.  
She went on, I have heard that your college football teams are self-supporting; they are really big businesses associated with educational institutions.  Sports businesses are fine, but not in connection with schools.  Admittedly the college players don’t get paid, because they are officially amateurs, but they do get a lot of perks.  Quite often their frequent poor grades are hidden and pardoned under-the-table.  The college coaches are the ones who get the multi-million dollar salaries: often more than the presidents of the universities make.  Is that proper?  What are universities for?  To field football and basketball teams of course.  To entertain the public of course.

The other day I read a “letter to the editor” in a major U.S. newspaper.  It was written by Barbara Anderson, a teacher.  She was writing “to,” and in defense of the newly hired superintendent of a metropolitan school district.  Let me quote part of her beautiful satire.  “What are you trying to do—coming here and talking common sense?  Don't you know that common sense is anathema to the public schools?  Children can't be made to repeat a grade or be denied a diploma for such a trivial reason as failure to achieve.  I can't tighten up my grading policies, my students and their parents would be unhappy.  All that old-fashioned stuff's been deconstructed, along with authority and its evil twin, discipline.  We don't grade tough anymore; we give A's and B's on demand.  Our kids are used to their stickers, stars, and smiley faces.  Is it fair to ask them to adjust to real world standards?  We don't hold people accountable these days; that only causes stress.”

GRADE INFLATION

Maxine added some satire of her own: One way to avoid injuring any student's self esteem, is to give all students A's.  Your country certainly wouldn't want to fail students these days, or have them repeat a grade; that could be detrimental to their egos.  And even C's, which still mean “average” in Nutopia, shouldn't be given, because you wouldn't want any of your pupils or students to think they were only average.

But seriously, in addition to the long-term bad effects unearned grades have on average students, giving nothing but A's to everyone has a very adverse effect on the good students; it destroys at least one of their incentives for studying.  In an only-A's society they would get the same grades as everyone else, and couldn't get any higher grades no matter how hard they studied, so why bother?  Grade inflation produces mediocre students, and assures that many of them will become mediocre adults.

As those who follow the news know, or those who compare their children's grades with their own earlier grades know, there has been a steady grade inflation in most of your schools over the years, from elementary school through college.  This trend has been worse in the lower grades and high schools, and in the two-year community colleges, but it is also prevalent in liberal arts and other non-intensive college majors and even in graduate schools.  Graduate students seem a little like tenured professors: they “have it made”, so some of them relax and take advantage of the system.

There was only one kid who got straight A's in my 1938 high-school class. That was a quarter of 1% of the graduating class of 387 students.  But according to Kenneth Weiss of the Los Angeles Times, 12.5% of all 1969 high school graduates had straight A's.  In 1995 it was up to 28.1%.  And 39% percent of all students graduated with straight A's in 2008.  So in the United States close to half of our kids are now perfect.  Whoopee.  Ridiculous.

In connection with laws prohibiting grade inflation in Nutopia, Maxine said:  Personally, I have trouble in justifying four point grades for anyone, let alone half of a class.  Four point on a particular test?  Sure.  If the questions are numerical or multiple choice one would earn 4.00 by getting all of the answers right.  But a perfect score for a whole quarter and a whole subject?  Shouldn't that mean the student perfectly learned and remembered everything there was to be known on that subject, or at least on all of the assigned material in the textbook?  Probably most of the teachers in that subject couldn't achieve such complete perfection.  Absolute perfection is unobtainable (except for the thirty-nine percent of your students who get four-point averages of course).

Forced-distribution grading is straightforward, simple, honest, realistic, fool proof, and fair.  Nutopian teachers must give low grades to poor students—that is the law.  Do we feel sorry for the poorer students?  Sure; but we can't let our emotions cause us to bastardize the fair and logical system.  Realistic grades separate the workers from the loafers, separate the smart from the dull, and the ambitious from the aimless.  When hiring recent graduates Nutopian businesses tend to offer the highest salaries to those with the best grades.  That makes sense because they want the best workers.

But you people in the U.S. these days don't admit to having any below-average students.  We in Nutopia, without a trace of shame, admit to having below-average people as well as above-average people.  Doesn't one have to have both inferior and superior people in order for those words to make any sense?  Claiming that everyone is superior is meaningless: superior to whom?

Our businesses in the U.S. of course also generally pay higher starting salaries to graduates with higher grades; but that system breaks down when the applicants have seriously inflated grade points.  As a manager in aerospace engineering decades ago, I hired hundreds of people for my organization.  I don't recall any applicants with four-point averages however: perfect people weren't created until later.  My own university grade-point average was well below 4.00.  In addition to being far from perfect, I went to school much earlier than when I was hiring people, and even less grade-inflation existed then.

So we offer more money to beginners with higher grade points; but after some time on the job, abilities other than academic achievement come to light, and the employees who made the best grades in school don't necessarily remain the highest paid.  However, most of those who did better in school continue to do better as adults.

STUDIOUSNESS

In the United States some of your people argue, “Students are just kids, they shouldn't have to work; they are only young once, let them enjoy their childhood; life will be tough enough later on.”  Yes, and life will be a lot tougher later on if the new adult hasn't been educated, taught to work, and taught to cope with the problems of living.  We must educate our children, not abdicate the responsibility.  It is ridiculous to pamper and shelter a kid and require nothing of him until he is eighteen or so, and then to suddenly push him out to sink or swim.  Sink is apt to be all he will be able to do if he was never taught to swim in the turbulent sea of life.  My, such fancy prose she uses.

On July 21, 2009 Bill Gates gave a speech at the National Conference of State Legislatures in which he said educational performance at every level, from primary school through college, is dropping.  The United States was once number one in college graduation rates, but it has fallen to number ten compared to other industrialized nations.  More than thirty percent of all high school students in the U.S. drop out, and nearly fifty percent of minority high-school students never graduate.  Gates says the U.S. needs a hundred billion dollars to repair and improve your education system.
He is right, the quality of education has, on the average, gradually worsened in the United States for some decades.  I have read that students in the U.S. with two years of college have about the same education as high-school graduates in a great many other countries.

My wife and I have some first-hand experience that supports that fact.  We had a Swedish student live with us for over a year, and he attended school here.  He was in high school in Sweden, so we put him in high school here.  But the school authorities and we soon found that Erik was far too advanced for American high schools, so we transferred him to a community college.  He earned excellent grades there, and even though English wasn’t his native language, he was elected president of the student body.

Back to Maxine: Speaking of foreigners to the United States, let me share an article from the Los Angeles Times.  Intel, the world’s largest manufacturer of computer chips, has a high-tech team under the direction of Hans Mulder, a Dutchman with a doctor's degree from Stanford.  In Mulder's team there is a German, a Swiss, a Turk, two East Indians, and one person born in the U.S.  About a third of all of the engineers and scientists in Silicon Valley companies are highly educated foreign born, many of them Asians.  "We need the best brains in this battle," said Hungarian-born Andrew Grobe, Intel president and CEO.

The article went on to say, the large number of foreign-born employees in high-tech jobs has alarmed critics in Congress and elsewhere.  Some worry that high-tech companies thrive at the expense of native U.S. talent.  “Hiring of foreign rather than domestic personnel should be the rare exception,” said then Labor Secretary Robert Reich.

You are looking at the situation with your politician's hat on, Mr. Reich, not with total number of jobs and U.S. balance-of-trade in mind.  If high-tech industry is to remain healthy in the United States, if it is to remain a provider of hundreds of thousands of U.S. jobs, if it is to continue to pay millions in U.S. taxes, it must remain competitive with the rest of the world.  If foreign professionals, on the average, are better educated that the average U.S. professional, or will work harder, or for less money, then intelligence in management dictates, “Hire the foreigners.”  Recent immigrants represent less than nine percent of the U.S. population: but over thirty percent of the scientists and engineers in U.S. research and development with doctorate degrees are immigrants.  Interestingly, most of these foreign Ph.D.s and Doctors of Science are graduates of U.S. universities.  The difference is that the foreigners tend to be more serious, ambitious, and work harder, both in school and later.

So it isn't your universities that are at fault, and the IQ's of American students probably average just as high as those from other countries.  The problem is that you allow a high percentage of American students to become lazy, starting when they are very young.  Life for them is too easy, they are not pushed to excel, and your nation is becoming increasingly decadent.  That is the real problem, and your Secretary of Labor couldn't have solved the problem by insisting upon your hiring only native-born U.S. citizens.

We have heard rumblings bordering on anger from U.S. mothers who object to foreign students, particularly Asians, who “work too hard” in local schools.  The problem is that these serious students make Mom's own lazy kids look bad.  The same moms will complain again when the same Asians get the jobs they thought their American kids should have gotten.  “Mom you and your kid’s father may be the root of his mediocrity.” 

LATER AMBITION

Groups of workers often get upset if one or two among them does more work than the others.  Unions sometimes quietly dictate maximum work output levels that their members must not exceed (the lazy ones don't want to look bad).  But really, the bad thing is this negative labor tactic.  If one group or one company takes life easy, and makes relaxation a rule of conduct, other companies, perhaps in other countries, with positive goals of achievement, will acquire more of the business.  In the long run, the lazy individuals and companies will earn what they deserve.  “It is a jungle out there,” and those who don't compete may not eat as well.

I can speak to that negative work ethic, Maxine.  My wife’s brother, a machinist, came to this country from Germany.  In his first job in the United States he put out twice as much good work as his fellow machinists, and was promptly told, by the Union, “You can’t do that.”  For some time, because he was ambitious and wanted to get ahead, he worked an eight-hour shift for one company, then walked across the street to another company, and worked another full shift for them.  Sixteen-hour days, month after month.  He was soon able to establish his own machine-shop business, manufacturing high-quality aircraft parts, and ended up a multi-millionaire.  I don’t think he ever hired any of the machinists who told him, “You can’t do that”.

UNIFORMITY

We were not all born equal and it is a mistake to pretend that we were.  However, for a student to find himself or herself below average in comparison with other students adds to that student's problems by diminishing his or her feelings of self worth.

There are few if any good ways to circumvent that problem entirely in this competitive world.  As we have seen, grade inflation is a very wrong approach to the problem.  However, there is a simple, inexpensive, and effective way to reduce the obviousness of economic-level differences between students: Dress all of the girls the same and dress all the boys the same.  Uniformity in grades is wrong, but uniformity in dress is a good way to let poor kids look less poor and reduce the temptation for rotten rich kids to be cruel to them.  Some pupils and students have poorer parents than others; some have less money to spend on clothes than others.  These facts need not add to the self-worth problems of those pupils who happen to be poor scholastically as well.

All Nutopian children are required to wear prescribed uniforms to school.  I understand some U.S. schools also require the wearing of uniforms, particularly military and parochial schools.  But uniforms in schools are a controversial subject.  I will pretend not to take sides, but I liked the following article on the subject.  Largely due to the efforts of a parent, the Principal, and the PTA, the Will Rogers Middle School in Long Beach California decided to try uniforms.  The parents voted two to one for a uniforms requirement.

The school opened in September of 1993 with 735 students in uniform and 15 out of uniform.  Later that week those students who couldn't afford them were provided with donated uniforms.  Soon teachers began noticing a new attitude in school.  Students were calmer, more polite.  Now students looked more alike and tensions between ethnic and racial groups diminished.  There was more of a “He is one of us” feeling.  Clothing costs for students went down, and sexually inappropriate (or seriously abbreviated) school clothing was eliminated.”

Quoting the article, “In 1994, in spite of some opposition, uniforms were made mandatory in all 70 Long Beach elementary and middle schools and 80% of the parents favored them.  In Long Beach's first year of uniforms, suspensions dropped 32% and crime fell 36%.  At the city's five major high schools, where uniforms were not worn, crime rates showed no improvement.  Before uniforms were introduced, Rogers Middle School ranked 14th out of 19 district schools on a statewide algebra test.  The next year, in uniform, it jumped to 4th.  Shortly after that the elementary and middle school students in fifteen states wore uniforms, and the trend was growing.”

But the bed of roses wilted.  The ACLU got into the act, opposing requirements for uniforms when some students sued over the suppression of their individuality.  But President Clinton supported school uniform laws nationally in 1996.  I don’t know where the United States stands on school uniforms now.

THE STUDENTS SHOULD GRADE THE TEACHERS

There are a lot of excellent teachers and professors out there, but there are also a number of bad ones.  As conditions stand it is next to impossible to get a teacher fired in the United States, because their unions protect the bad ones as well as the good.  But the education of your children is much more important than the job security of a few bad teachers.  To try to remove bad teachers you should first officially identify their shortcomings by grading them.  Of all the people who might grade teachers, their students are the best qualified.  The students know how much or little they are learning from a teacher, and know the quality of the teaching.

Students do grade their teachers in Nutopia.  It is the most effective part of our teacher-evaluation program.  But up through grade-three the kids can't write well enough if at all, their vocabularies are too limited, and they can't do the job adequately alone.  So for these younger pupils the teacher-evaluation forms are online or mailed to the students’ homes.  One or both parents are asked to talk with the kid, fill in the form based on what the child says about the teacher, and then mail it back.  Students in grade four up through college postgraduate work, fill out their teachers’ or profs’ report cards themselves, but do not put there names on them.  Then the students put the cards in a slotted-hole locked box in the principal's or dean's office, just as though they were voting—which they are.  The system works; it has gotten some impossible teachers fired.  The students have known who the bad teachers were all along, but who listens to kids?  (The administrators of our schools now do.)  Some of our kids wouldn’t have dared to say anything to the principal about a teacher before.  The old saying, “Children should be seen but not heard” has now been repealed in Nutopia.  Sure, some kids make a joke about the process, and try to be funny or crude in their responses, but most students realize that the system is for their benefit, and fill out the cards seriously.

Maxine continued: The principle and the school board study the student's teacher-report cards and take appropriate actions.  The report cards are permanently filed, and are available to other authorities, and to parents upon demand.  Grading by their students also helps exceptional teachers get raises.  That kind of visibility provides further incentive for teachers to excel and the quality of teaching goes up noticeably across the board.

In Nutopia the grading of teachers by their students went into effect when I was a senior in college, but I wished the system had been in effect earlier.  In my previous year I had an economics prof who didn't teach us a darned thing!  If anyone asked her a question in class her stock answer was, “You can find the answer to that question in the college library.”  Fine!  Us students were convinced that she didn’t know the answers either.  I’m sure that later students got her fired.

I can add to that with a personal story of my own.  I once took a calculus course from a tenured professor who was a horror.  He would come into the classroom after we were seated, turn his back to us without looking at us, and start filling the blackboard with equations.  No verbal explanations or comments.  His writing was accompanied only by the sound of the chalk on the board.  Maybe he was copying the textbook onto the board from memory—most of us couldn’t understand what he was doing.  He said little (Most of us were too far behind him to ask intelligent questions, and he never asked questions).  When he did say anything (always in a monotone voice) it was usually to tell is (in polite words) that we were all stupid.  He never smiled, never greeted us when he came in, and never said anything unrelated to calculus.

At one minute before the final bell he would stop writing, give us a long assignment for the next day, and leave.  Only those few students able to learn the material on their own could pass his tests.  He was known campus wide for failing about two-thirds of the students in each of his classes.  I was among the majority and had to take the course over (but not from him, thank God!)  He wouldn't have retained his position longer than one quarter under the student professor-grading system.  Tenure has its place, but he was not the place.

Back to Maxine: In one of your newspapers I read of an interesting addition to the student-grading-of-teachers system.  The grades the students gave the teachers weren't kept confidential, they were put on the Internet!  The students loved the availability of performance information on the professors when registering for courses.  Understandably the good professors loved it and the poor ones hated it and fought it.

JUST THE FACTS

Then Max got back into the act: The method of teaching has changed over the years.  From what I have read, a hundred or so years ago (before Nutopia was founded) a high percentage of all teaching was rote memory work: dates, names, poems, numerical tables, facts.  Creative analytical thinking wasn't taught much, and often wasn't even tolerated in the classrooms.  “Don’t question, just memorize.”  (That sounds like the teaching of religion.)  Fortunately for society, creativity survived in some students (who later became the leaders, writers, inventors, entrepreneurs and teachers) in spite of the stiltedness of their own formal educations.

But now, in many of your schools you are not teaching enough facts; or not enough important facts at least.  Too many of your kids are coming out undereducated.  Many can't even prepare a resume, fill out a job application intelligently, or balance a checkbook.  I don't know the details of your educational problems, but what I do know is that in Nutopia we have wise educators, efficient schools, and our graduates in all fields could compete with any in the outside world.  Said like a true Nutopian.  They are superior in all fields except humility.

Then Max reminded us: “American students have come in last in international math tests.” —Forbes.  “There is nothing very mysterious about why public schools are failures: When you give teachers iron-clad tenure, a captive audience, and pay them according to seniority rather than performance, why should the results be surprising?”—US News.  “At the Third International Math and Science Study, American eighth-graders averaged about a C-minus, far behind true honor-roll nations like Singapore, Japan, and Belgium.”—Richard Lee Colvin, Los Angeles Times.  C-?  Something is wrong there: we gave most of those students A plus.

TOO LITTLE BANG FOR THE BUCK

I trust that Nutopia delivers a much larger slice of learning per buck than we do.  It wouldn't be hard.  In many or most school systems in the United States the number of administrative employees now exceeds the number of teachers!  A major factor in the administrative cost of education in the U.S. is the great effort required to try to follow all of the laws and rules of the federal government, state government, and local school board.  There are too many cooks in the kitchen, and too many kitchens cooking up educational red tape.  My wife is an administrative volunteer in a large School District, and the incidents of major waste she sees and describes to me are appalling.

The cost of education in the U.S. is among the highest in the world, yet the quality of our education is low.  The reaction of many leaders is that we are not spending enough on education, but statistics prove that is hogwash.  In constant-value dollars, public school education costs have increased from $1,000 per student-year in 1951, to over $5,000 per student-year today.  Since 1946, spending per pupil after adjusting for inflation has roughly quintupled.  Which means that the economic efficiency of our education system has apparently fallen by 80%, even assuming the output quality to be constant. —Information from Forbes Magazine.  But the quality of our education has not remained constant; it has decreased in many ways.  How do we fix it? I wish I could say “Do it like Nutopia does” without being facetious.

But not all is black; some education in the United States is excellent, especially when compared to some of our oft-praised old-time education.  I have been mentoring a protégé in science lately (or trying to keep up with him).  And I have been amazed at what he learned in a high-school physics course: things that I didn't even learn at the university.  And if our universities are bad, why do bright foreigners come here for their doctorates?  And why do our companies then hire them?
Chapter 13

LABOR AND WAGES

NUTOPIAN LABOR UNIONS

Max said: Unions aren't such a big deal here.  They don't cause nearly as much discord as they do in many countries.  Nutopia recognizes workers’ rights to ask for higher wages, and it recognizes the right to band together for higher wages and other benefits.  Nutopian workers have the right to walk off the job (unless they are breaking a contract, or unless they are in certain essential services that are immediately vital to human welfare).  And they have the right to encourage fellow workers to walk with them.  They do not have the right to interfere with others who want to work on that job at the wage being offered.  In Nutopia a “scab” is a desirable protection in the healing of a wound, and it works that way in the field of labor as well.  Union workers do not have the right to harass or prevent outsiders from taking the jobs they are voluntarily leaving.  You do not have the right to dictate the wage I am willing to work for.

I, like most Nutopians, am convinced that the operation of the natural law of supply and demand must not be corrupted by special interests such as business associations, cartels, and unions.  If adequately skilled workers are available and willing to take available jobs at the offered wages, then those wages are correct.  If union pressures were allowed to force higher wages than that, more inflation would be the result, and the union would be effectively stealing from everyone else.  Wages obtained by extortion are morally wrong just as price fixing and price controls are morally wrong.

In Nutopia a worker, professional, or manager is economically worth what he or she is offered or can freely get for his or her services—no more.  The fact that the worker wants more or needs more is beside the point.  Businesses want higher profits too, but can't get them because if they bid too high or price too high, other companies will get the business (and that will hurt the workers as well as the stockholders of that company).

Some people claim that foreign scientists and engineers in the U.S. are being paid lower salaries than equivalent U.S. scientists and engineers demand.  If this is true, the companies are doing the right thing.  To stay competitive they should hire the cheapest professionals they can get who will do the work well.

Likewise, a high-wage union company is apt to lose business to a nonunion company paying lower wages.  If the workers in all companies in a particular field are unionized and obtain high wages by coercion, the business tends to go overseas.

Where were your automobiles built fifty years ago?  Detroit, the automobile capital of the world.  Where were a lot of your automobiles built thirty to forty years ago?  Germany: the Volkswagens.  Now Japan is the largest car manufacturer in the world, with the U.S. third, and low-labor-rate South Korea fifth and climbing fast.  But Japan’s labor rates have gotten so high that much of their production is now from Japanese-owned non-union factories in the United States.  The United Auto Workers used to have a monopoly, but the forces of supply and demand broke it, benefiting your automobile-using society, and returning most autoworker wages to free-market levels.

SOLIDARITY

I'm sure your American papers carried the stories of Lech Walesa's “Solidarity” trade union in Communist Poland two decades ago.  Walesa was a hero because of the apparent success of his union.  Did you also notice the news item in mid 1996 announcing that the Gdansk shipyard, where Walesa worked and organized, was bankrupt?  It owed $152 million.  Workers held forty percent of the company.  These workers, who demanded and got excessive wages, lost their jobs and their savings in the form of Gdansk stock.

Walesa said, “The shipyard should have done more to restructure, but nobody helped it.”  Who did he want to help it, and how?  It was the Solidarity labor union which “helped it” (go bankrupt) by making it noncompetitive through artificially high labor rates.  According to a 1996 article, “All sides agree that unwise contracts, over-hiring, and generous benefits combined to sink the shipbuilder.  Solidarity, exercising undue control over the yard, is to blame for its collapse.”  In March 1997 the Gdansk shipyard was being scrapped and the remaining 3,600 workers were being fired.  You can't interfere with supply and demand on the long haul and get away with it.

As of July 2009, according to Polish Market Online, The European Commission has granted Gdansk shipyard EUR 251 million, and the yard is no longer in bankruptcy.

HERE AT HOME

I have another true story to add.  My father worked thirty-some years in a large Portland-cement manufacturing plant.  Initially the plant fired its three huge kilns with an equally huge amount of coal that came from a local coalmine.  The cement plant was that mine's largest customer.  However, the United Mine Workers kept flexing their muscles and the cost of coal kept rising excessively.  Also, the frequent miners strikes kept forcing the cement plant to shut down for lack of coal.  So the cement plant did the logical thing; it converted its kilns to burn oil or natural gas instead of coal.  Immediately local coal miners were laid off, and it wasn't long before the mine closed.  It was no longer competitive.  The miners went from big wages to no wages.  Sure, mining is a dirty dangerous job, but that isn't the issue; plenty of men would have taken those dirty dangerous jobs at lower wages, if the union contract had let them.

MINIMUM WAGE

While I always thought minimum wage laws are necessary, and the higher the minimum the better, Max offered some different thoughts: You are again messing around with supply and demand.  Minimum wages seriously interfere with the proper working of the system.  Further, they increase inflation for everyone and reduce the number of American jobs, as you will see.  The excess part of a minimum wage (the part above what that job would pay in a free market) is clearly welfare; but your government hides that fact, and cleverly tries to makes the employers supply the welfare.  But through higher prices resulting from the higher wages, your taxpayers pay it in the end anyway.

Also, a percentage of the low-level jobs just disappear if the government tries to dictate what those jobs are worth.  Many employers, tightly-squeezed by a reduced market for their product or service (due to higher labor costs and resulting higher prices) will do the lower jobs themselves, force existing workers to work more overtime, let the lower jobs go undone, or automate to reduce the need for unskilled labor.

One could argue that if all employers pay at least the minimum wage then they are all on an equal footing.  The catch is that the United States has no control over most of the employers on the planet.  There is a whole world of nations out there who don't have minimum-wage laws; and millions of their workers are begging for work at far lower wages than the U.S. minimums.  Result: the jobs go overseas, and your trade deficit goes up, and your real standard of living goes down.  You have a whopper of a trade deficit I understand, in addition to your whopper of a budget deficit, and a double whopper of a national debt.

Unions support efforts to get higher minimum wages (for workers who are not necessarily members of their unions).  These generous actions toward all mankind are admirable, but we also note that many union contracts are tied to the minimum wage.  If the minimum goes up the union wages go up.  But that causes higher inflation and speeds up the time for still another round of wage hikes with no guarantee of net gain.  I keep telling you, don't mess with supply and demand.

One doesn't have to look too far to find people who agree with Max.  I quote parts of letters to the editor from our newspaper: “A free labor market where wages are determined by competition is the heart of a system that, although imperfect, is light-years ahead of whatever is in second place.”  “Two recent studies, one by the Fraser Institute and one by the Heritage Foundation, showed that countries that have the least economic regulation are the most prosperous and have the highest standard of living.  It is no coincidence that Hong Kong, which has no minimum wage, topped the list on both studies.  Freedom works.  Freedom generates prosperity.  Attempts to coercively bring selected people's standard of living up, in the long run brings everybody's standard of living down.”   --Scott Frost.

Max added: It was sad for Hong Kong to be taken over by China: a highly successful small entity being usurped by a giant with many problems.  But the giant appears to have learned from the great economic and governmental successes of that Lilliputian country since the switch in 1997.  Taiwan, another highly successful small Asian nation is threatened by the same giant.  “In 1994 the twenty-one million Taiwanese enjoyed a per-capita Gross National Product of $11,597, among the world's top 25, while the Mainland China figure was $440.”—Fergus M. Bordewich.

Did freedom play a part in Taiwan's financial success?  Without a doubt.  For the first time in 5,000 years of Chinese history Taiwanese citizens elected their own president.  But dictatorial or not, The Peoples Republic of China has more invested in U.S. debt than any other country, more of your imported products come from China than from any other single country, and there is a huge imbalance in trade between the US and China, in China’s favor

OVERSEAS "STARVATION" JOBS

Over a decade ago your National Labor Committee, a workers rights group, was giving the Walt Disney Company a bad time because, “Disney has sweat shops in Haiti for making Mickey Mouse and Lion King garments, and pays starvation wages there.”  The minimum wage in Haiti was then 28 cents an hour; Disney was paying them much higher than that.  One might ask whether Disney kidnapped these workers and forced them to work under armed guard, or whether the workers fought to get jobs at the Disney plants because that was the best paying or the only work they could get.  Were these "starvation wages" worse than no wages at all?  Would Disney help these Haitians by closing the Disney factories there and bringing the work back to the U.S.?  Would it help Mickey-Mouse clothing buyers here by raising the prices in order to hire American workers?  It certainly wouldn’t help the Haitians.  Is a well-fed American worth more than a starving Haitian?  You needn’t answer that, but think about it.

I believe the National Labor Committee wasn't nearly as concerned over "starvation wages" in Haiti as it was over the fact that Disney followed good business practices in getting its sewing done economically instead of paying seamstresses in the United States around thirty times as much.

If labor groups were interested in the welfare of laborers the world around, as they should be, they would have honored Disney for its small start in bringing Haiti into the labor market.  If enough companies like Disney take their jobs to Haiti, the demand for laborers there will exceed the supply, wages will rise, and you can stop worrying about their starving.  Then you would find another depressed nation with low wages to take your jobs to.  Then its economy would improve also.  That is the way the system works.  You did an excellent job in raising Germany’s and Japan's standards of living after WW II; keep up the good work.

I have read that there was also opposition to some foreign-made goods in the U.S. because it was supposedly made by child labor.  The words “child labor” raise a red flag in the United States because children were not only employed but also overworked and abused in some English and American factories in much earlier times.  Strong laws now keep that from happening.  But be careful before you make decisions concerning child labor in foreign countries these days.  Nutopians would agree that child slavery and child abuse are intolerable; but if the parents of the children involved ask their children to take safe humane jobs because that is the only way the family will have enough to eat, then we have a different situation.

It is of course horrible that any countries are that poor; but there are dozens of such nations, and calling reformed child labor horrible does not make the horrible poverty go away.  Sure, the kids belong in school; but in some cases the choice may be to go to school and starve, or to work and live.  Your labor unions and do-gooders may righteously oppose foreign child labor, and organize boycotts of products suspected of having used it; but do these people really know the full story?  Are they asking for actions that would hurt the children they wish to protect?  The problem is complex; there are no simple solutions.  It is clear that jobs feed people.  Protests and boycotts do not feed people and sometimes take food from the mouths of the poorest.

I trust you realize that if you run out of poor countries in which to hire cheap labor (you never will) it will cost you a heck of a lot more for Mickey-Mouse garments, and for a huge number of other products which you now have cheaply-made oversees; and which incidentally keep hundreds of thousands of people from starving.  I do hope you buy foreign-made goods whenever you can, because in doing so you will invariably help people there who are much more in need than your own rich-by-comparison workers.  That is a much more cost-effective and humane way of helping starving peoples than are attempts at global welfare payments.

MAXIMUM WAGE

I used to question whether the super-highly-paid people really earn or deserve their super salaries: those of the superstars of music, entertainment and sports for instance.  I couldn't personally understand these multi-million-dollar contracts.  They seemed so very wrong.  But after thinking about it I have decided that they are, to my surprise, an excellent example of the proper operation of supply and demand.  There is obviously a huge demand for superstars.  The people, including the have-littles, are eagerly buying the concert, show, and game tickets, CDs and DVDs, and superstar-endorsed products.  The consumers are in effect saying, “You guys are worth every penny we are paying you.”  The hero-sized salaries of these heroes are being determined by the hero-worshipers.  The system is working just as it should.  Anytime the worshipers want to give the worshiped a cut in pay, all they have to do is to buy fewer of the heroic products and shows at their present heroic prices.

I personally don't approve of what some of the superheroes represent, but that is a separate issue; supply-and-demand does not make moral judgments.

I mentioned this "maximum-wage" subject to Max, and he gave me some Nutopian thinking on the salaries of business executives.  He had barely started considering the possibility of limiting top salaries when I interrupted him by asking how they in Nutopia could possibly consider such a thing as limiting salaries when they are so locked in on their sacred “supply and demand.”
His response was vehement: You didn't hear me out!  We are not locked in on anything; we have studied the theory of supply and demand and found it to be sound; we have tested it repeatedly, and used it for many decades.  It works (if we don't bastardize the system for political reasons or allow special interests to bastardize it, as you people often do).  We pride ourselves on our open minds; we constantly consider and reconsider not only this but all matters of importance, and we will change in any area where we find that we have been wrong or where changing conditions make it advisable for us to change.

Having been put in my place, I let Max continue on the subject of super salaries: Nutopia considered imposing limits on top salaries in business and industry, basing those limits on the number of jobs a particular executive was responsible for producing.  Certainly jobs are a major measure of the worth of a business to society and the country.  For instance we might have arbitrarily said that the creation of each job entitled the responsible executive to $10,000 per year.  So if an entrepreneur started a small company and employed ten people, he or she could earn a maximum of $100,000 per year.  To earn more than that the entrepreneur would have to expand the business and hire more people.  That doesn't sound like a bad idea at first blush; aside from the inexcusable government interference, of course.  But when we thought further, we saw that it was not only a bad, it was a horribly bad idea!

First, the linear $10,000/year/job factor doesn't work at all at the higher and lower ends of the scale.  If the CEO of Nutopian Superproducts Company created fifty thousand jobs he would be entitled to a salary of 500 million dollars per year.  No way.  Likewise the owner of a company with one employee can't live on $10,000.  And the owner of a one-man business with no employees would have no salary.  Doubtless a formula could have been developed which would work a lot better than that, but there is a much more basic error in this whole idea of tying executive salaries to number of jobs created.

With the-more-employees-the-more-your-salary incentive, executives would be torn between personal greed and doing an efficient job of managing.  Those who chose the unwise road of hiring unnecessary people in order to give themselves a raise would see their company prices go up and their business go to other companies, domestic or foreign; and their big salaries would evaporate.  There is either a job to be done that is worth a wage or there isn't.  Government cannot improve things by dictating any kind of wage or salary limits, minimum or maximum.  They can only make things worse.  Natural supply and demand is the one and only force that should be allowed to determine financial compensation for goods and services.

Way back in one of our early sessions we talked about the possibility of paying the highest salaries to the people who can get the job done with the least number of people; an incentive for executives (in both business and government) to be efficient.  That incentive is in the right direction but you don't need to get your government involved in order to accomplish this desirable goal; government would only mess things up and waste money.  Supply and demand will take care of it automatically: The most efficiently run companies will tend to be most profitable and be most able to pay high salaries to the executives who made them the most efficient.

PRICE CONTROLS

Max wouldn't leave me alone until he had his say on this item: Price controls are a lot like minimum wages: In both, government interferes with supply and demand, both actions are dictatorial and socialistic, and both actions inevitably have an adverse effect on the economy.  I hear you Max, but what about when there is a war on; aren't price controls justified then?  Yes, with shortages of almost all consumer goods due to workers going off to fight and other civilian workers taking war jobs, prices would rise out of sight without price controls.  Only the rich could afford to live.  However this doesn't mean that the law of supply and demand is at fault: war upsets the balance.  Price controls would be required until the war is over; then they must be dropped so supply and demand can rebalance the system.

I guess about the only price controls you people have in America now are rent controls in some of your cities.  You may think this is proper, that rent controls are a very good deal for people who can't afford to pay higher rents.  But that is looking at only one side of the equation.  What about the usurpation of landlord’s property-rights, reduction or elimination of their profits, and reduction in the value of their property?

Have you looked at some of those rent-controlled areas lately?  Blocks and blocks of buildings in many of your major cities have simply been abandoned, and all utilities shut off.  Those areas are dead, except for drug dealers, gangs, rats, and garbage.  Those areas died because the government dictated that housing there was worth less than it was really worth.  It violated the law of supply and demand.

You can't blame the building owners: they were robbed of the right to make a profit on their property, or even to break even.  Why should they pay their property taxes?  There was no logical choice for them but to abandon the property.  Perhaps many of the former tenants of those dead buildings needed welfare, but that should come from the government, not forced in part upon property owners, upon the housing-rental business.  Now probably some of the former property owners also need welfare.

Avoiding price controls also helps hold down the size and cost of government as well as save paper.  I read a little item the other day—I have it right here: “The Lord's Prayer has 56 words; Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address has 260 words; The Ten Commandments have 300 words; The Declaration of Independence has 3,000 words; A United States Government order fixing the price of cabbage had 26,911 words.”  And that order was written during the 1940s.  Can you imagine how many words present-day bureaucrats would use?  And imagine how much more money those bureaucrats would earn than the cabbage growers were allowed to earn.

Viet Nam once had price controls.  When these were removed in 1990 the people suddenly had some incentive to work, and a chance to get ahead.  “In one year rice production increased by one million metric tons.”—Le Dang Doanh, Central Institute for Economic Management, Viet Nam.  The country went from an importer of a half million tons of rice a year to an exporter of nearly one and a half million tons.  The law of supply and demand works when it is given a chance.  But that doesn’t mean everyone gets rich.  It doesn’t “work” that way, and no system can.

EQUALITY

All animals, plants, and even all creeks, lakes, rocks and mountains were created unequal.  In nature some creatures eat better than others; and I include the upright creatures.  “All men are created equal”, except that some are more equal than others.  Wasn’t it meant to be that way?  Won't society as a whole, as well as most individuals, be better served if some advantages continue to be earned by those with superior strength, skill, courage, experience, knowledge, intelligence, and/or ambition?  “I believe people who work twelve hours a day should go home with bigger loaves of bread than people who work eight hours.” —Michael Levine

Chapter 14

NUTOPIAN SUNDRY

In my conversations with our two Nutopians I received a lot of good advice, and some simple solutions to many major problems of government and society at all levels; but that is not all that I learned from them.  Sometimes our discussions zeroed in on some little or big thing that was well worth reporting to you but didn’t fit the major chapters of this book.  Since I alone have had the honor of communicating with Nutopia, it is my duty and pleasure to report these interesting but misfit items to you in this catchall chapter.

RESCUE IN NUTOPIA

Maxine is speaking: Nutopia and the United States have different practices regarding the rescue of sports people who get into trouble in one way or another.  Let me explain with some examples.

Nutopia has a lot of limestone country with some beautiful caves; and my father Max’s hobby is spelunking.  He told me that if he gets lost or hurt or stuck in a cave, no agency of the Nutopian government could, by law, do anything to help him.  I asked him if that didn't bother him.  His answer was, “Heck no, there are a lot more skiers than there are spelunkers.  If our government was to save spelunkers then we would also have to rescue the stupid skiers too—those who go into marked avalanche areas, ski down slopes much too steep for their skill level, hot-dog off cornices, and so forth.  I don't want my taxes to go up because of their carelessness.  Each sporting group can do its own rescue work.”

When a train derails or a commercial airplane goes down in Nutopia, when there is an industrial accident, or when there is a natural disaster of any type, then all applicable Nutopian government organizations participate in the rescue work.  But sports accidents are different because they are caused by human errors and faulty judgment by individuals.

Sports are popular in Nutopia, but they have nothing to do with government.  And as with religion, there is complete separation of sports and state.  Participation in sports is a matter of personal choice, and that choice is made with the knowledge that the sportsman or his or her group assumes all of the risks.  Rescues can be dangerous, time consuming, and expensive.  It is against the law for any Nutopian governmental agency, including firemen and police, to participate in the rescue of any downed private pilot, fallen climber, injured skier, capsized sailor, or to search for a sport scuba diver who failed to come up.

All of this conforms to the Nutopian concept of self-sufficiency and personal responsibility; of having citizens take care of themselves and each other instead of being dependent upon government.  We do not require public servants to take risks in trying to rescue risk takers.  The firemen, police, etc. must take orders, and it would be illogical and unfair to direct them to attempt to rescue sportsmen in dangerous situations (wind, rough water, extreme cold, caves, avalanche areas, cliffs, etc.), places where only risk-takers would have gone in the first place.

That makes sense, Maxine.  I remember an article in the paper where there was a radio call from a sailboat that was taking on water.  A man and his girlfriend were sailing at night after a gale warning had been issued.  A government helicopter safely rescued the couple, but meantime, according to the Associated Press, a Coast Guard rescue boat also responded to the call, and it capsized in the heavy seas.  Three Coast Guardsmen were drowned.

Tim Cahill wrote, “Some of us venture into the wilderness—precisely because it is not safe, and if we get hurt, there is no one to blame but ourselves.”

Maxine continued: Another aspect of rescue, which in my mind is even less debatable, is the recovery and return of the bodies of sportsmen killed in remote or dangerous areas.  I should say here that I favor cremation, as do most Nutopians.  I believe that upon death the “person” leaves the body entirely, and all that remains is 98-cents worth of chemicals (or whatever inflation may have raised that figure to).  The majority of Nutopians retain good memories of a departed person, but have no feelings for either the body after death or its ashes after cremation.  Only a few Nutopians visit graves of loved ones or treasure the urns of their ashes; we feel that the spirit of the departed is everywhere, or with us, not at the cemetery or in the ashes.

This prevailing attitude is of course upsetting to the funeral industry, since a large share of their business is in providing embalming, expensive caskets, burial plots, and other services that most outsiders seem to consider necessary, to show their love and respect for the deceased.

RESURRECTION AFTER FREEZING

A Nutopian company that deepfreezes the bodies of human clients after their deaths succeeded in bringing one back to life!  A wealthy man of 33, by the name of Leo, had contracted to have his body deep-frozen after death.  He died in 1995 of an accidental poisoning.  Recently an antidote for the poison involved was developed, so Leo’s family and the cryogenic storage company in conjunction with Nutopia's best doctors and physiologists, undertook to thaw and resuscitate this frozen human.

There were some problems during Leo’s resurrection, but he lives again.  Considering that he was dead and frozen solid for 14 years, he is remarkably healthy—physically.  However, Leo has no memory at all of his prior life, education, or any other prior memory.  This is the body but not the “person” of the man who died.  He is an adult—in size and shape only.  Like an infant, he is now being spoon-fed, potty-trained, taught to walk, and to talk.  The courts have decided to classify him as a dependent child.  Also, since the body of this new child was 33 years old at the time of his first death, the new life expectancy of this second person is reduced by at least 33 years (probably more, due to likely bodily damage done by the poisoning and freezing).  But do we add the fourteen years that he was in cold storage to his age, or was that just time out?  It gets a little confusing.  Since he died, and only his body was reborn, are we talking about one person or two?  I vote for two, since there are two separate personalities.

Leo’s family is receiving mixed congratulation and sympathy cards for his miraculous yet most disappointing resurrection.  Leo has a sibling, Sam, who is ten years younger than he.  Sam has his brother back, but instead of the smart older brother he once had he now has an adult relative who looks like his brother, but has the mind of a baby.  Sam often baby-sits his older adult brother.

Scientist, Dr. David E. H. Jones of the University of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England, predicted back in 1968 that total memory loss occurs at death.  In considering the possible resurrection of mammoths frozen in the ice in Siberia, Jones pointed out that animal memory disappears when the animal dies; just as we now know that the information in all Random Access Memory (RAM) is lost when a computer is shut off without first saving the work to the hard drive or other permanent memory.  Humans have no permanent memory.

Human memory and computer RAM are called “volatile” memories, because they must have a constant source of energy in order to continue to remember.  If a computer's electricity is shut off, its random access memory totally, permanently, and instantly forgets everything it had stored.  If the heart stops pumping energy-containing blood to the brain for more than a few minutes the human memory also erases or deletes and "brain death" occurs. There is much, and sometimes heated, discussion now going on in Nutopian religious circles, over what all of this means with regard to the concept of the human soul and life after death.  Do the souls of the deceased arrive in heaven with the minds of newborns?

NUTOPIAN LOYALTY

Maxine said: I read a newspaper story about a grandfather who was under stress because he was trying to get his grandson cleared of a drug- possession charge, and I was trying to tell the story to Dad.  But Dad became strangely cold: He didn't show the kind of sympathy for the grandfather or grandson that I thought he would have.  Instead he asked, “Is the kid guilty?”  I admitted that the article said he was.  Dad’s next question was, “Then why was Grandpa trying to circumvent the justice system?  Maxine said: Well of course the grandfather would support his grandson, because he loves him.  Max responded with, But you just told me he was guilty.  Do you think all drug users and pushers should be cleared of their charges?  Certainly not, Maxine replied, our laws need to be enforced, whether we may personally agree with all of them or not.  At that point Maxine began to see her inconsistency in such matters, and Max took the opportunity to give his daughter a lesson in ethics, which went  roughly as follows:

Nutopians are, first and foremost, loyal to the truth, and to right over wrong.  We heard of a recent criminal case in the United States where there was no doubt that the accused was guilty of two counts of murder; but a racially biased jury ruled, “not guilty.”  The root of that farce was overriding loyalty to one's race.  Truth was shown to be secondary to race in reaching the verdict.

I understand where such loyalties come from.  For instance, the blacks in American society have been horribly discriminated against in the past and they had little to turn to except each other.  It was, and on occasion still is, black against white or white against black.  Many blacks are therefore understandably loyal to all other blacks, their “brothers”—loyal whether the brothers are good or bad, right or wrong.  Brotherhood is wonderful if it means helping your brothers to be better persons and accepting similar help from them, but it is wrong if you and your brothers are trying to get even for acts of discrimination.  I understand “us against them” racial loyalties in any race or culture, but I cannot endorse them.  Hostility is wrong and destructive.  Here is one way to improve things: If the United States would adopt the Nutopian jury system [Chapter 7.] they would reduce the adverse effects of these misplaced racial loyalties, in court cases at least.  The United States is known as a melting pot of all cultures, nationalities and races.  It has worked well, but not perfectly.

Let me go back to the Nutopian loyalty code: We too are interested in and proud of our diverse racial and cultural roots, but these are secondary in our society.  We live for the present and the future, not the past.  It is our integrated Nutopian culture that is important to us.  It strikes me that our society is much like a potluck picnic or dinner.  Different people bring different dishes, some of them ethnic.  Most people sample most of the dishes, often exchange recipes, and have a wonderful time together.  We have respect and nostalgia for our own racial and ethnic roots, but no overriding loyalty to them.  Actually Nutopia and the United States are a lot alike in that respect—but of course Nutopia is better.  Knock it off, Max.

Another action related to loyalty is informing on people.  The words tattle, squeal, snitch and inform often have negative connotations in your United States.  A snitch is considered by many to be the worst kind of snake.  Not so in Nutopia.  If I know or suspect that a person, group, or organization is guilty of breaking the law it is my duty as a citizen of Nutopia to inform the authorities.  To provide police and courts to fight crime, then thwart their efforts by loyalty to the suspected criminals instead of loyalty to society would be ridiculous.  The police and courts are the ones on our side, the side on which our loyalties belong.

In Nutopia few have the right to withhold information in criminal cases.  The question of privileged information, such as the sanctity of the confessional, is a sticky wicket, but the confessional must not be a place where criminals can flout the laws and the justice system.  The Church, or a man representing The Church, can forgive whom it pleases, but our government does not forgive suspected lawbreakers based on religious forgiveness.

We are a peaceful society.  We would defend our nation against aggression with our lives; but I'll be darned if I would be willing to die because power-hungry or belligerent politicians decide on a military action where there was no threat to the safety of Nutopia.  “My country, right or wrong” does not hack it if my country is wrong.  But admittedly, that statement is easy to make here, since we have no military establishment, and no enemy will ever find us.

Your military requires “unquestioning obedience” of service personnel.  I see that as a tool for great wrong in the hands of power-grasping leaders.  In your country you will spend millions to protect a murderer, but you will also send your country's finest innocent young men out to be shot in a political “police action.”  Not in Nutopia you wouldn't.  What you require of your conscripted soldiers in police actions is not patriotism; it is slavery and possible random execution.

However, your U.S. doesn’t currently have conscription: you don’t require young men to register for “selective service” now.  Most of the above opinions apply to a conscription military establishment.  With voluntary military service, we see the situation rather differently.  Joining the military is popular with some of your young people: it provides an income, it is a secure job, it offers free education, sometimes world travel, etc.  Your military recruiters of course emphasize all of these advantages.  I doubt however that they give equal emphasis to the facts that once you sign up you will be required to serve in any place and in any manner your Service chooses, including active highly dangerous warfare, often under abominable conditions.  I sympathize with naïve young volunteer recruits that were not adequately warned of the very serious and dangerous assignments they could be forced to accept.  I object to misleading advertising of all kinds, especially when it may affect the entire lives or cause the deaths of potential military-service candidates.

But I have little sympathy for fully informed people who voluntarily join the military for the good-life part of it, yet try to back out if they are assigned to actual fighting.  For a volunteer service person to claim that he or she is a “conscientious objector” only when and if he or she is assigned to the “front lines” is wrong.  Such volunteers accept the job for what they can get out of it personally more than for patriotic service to their country in times of vital need.

MEDICINE BOTTLE LABELS

As you have seen, Max and Maxine usually monopolize our conversations, but in this case I don’t need Nutopia.  I want to tell you of a problem in which I am personally knowledgeable, largely because I am old.  Most of the labels on our medicine bottles have printing that is too small for an elderly person to read without stress, if they can read it at all.  And in case you hadn't noticed, it is the elderly who consume the greatest share of all medicines.  And it is the elderly who can’t find their glasses while in pain and frantically trying to read the instructions on the label.  They also can’t get the lid off the bottle.  The cap was supposed to be child proof, but ended up senior-citizen proof instead.

We oldsters first have to find our glasses; the right pair of glasses that is.  After failing to read the dosage on the first try, we seek a place with better light.  Often that works, but sometimes it doesn't.  I could ask my wife if she can read it; but remembering the times she has asked me to try to read her medicine bottles, I don't view that approach with great hope.  And she can't find her glasses either.  I'm still a licensed driver at age 90, but elderly people generally lose the ability to read small print.  How small?  The label of the over-the-counter bottle I have in front of me has a large very legible black-on-white note at the top that says, “READ THE LABEL”.

Thanks, that is what I am trying to do.  That instruction has arrows that point left and right, to panels that are apparently “THE LABEL”.  Those panels, however, are in extremely small print.  How small?  My dial caliper says those letters are only 50 thousands of an inch (one millimeter) high.  And no place in all of that fine print does it tell me the dosage for the capsules.  After a thorough search I finally found that information elsewhere in barely readable white print on a light gray background.

Parts of most labels are in large print, like the brand of the product for instance.  That information is welcome, because if I can't read what I need to know about using the medicine, I at least know the brand so I can avoid it when I seek one with a more legible label.  The control code is in big black numbers on a white background; the barcode is large and also in black on white.  I guess the electronic barcode-readers have no better eyesight than I do; but their visual limitations surely get a lot more attention from the label designers than mine do.

I suspect the root of the problem is the fact that the designers of labels for the pharmaceutical industry are young people with good eyesight and they do their work in bright light.  The companies should hire only octogenarian label-designers, put them in dark corners to work, hide their glasses, and the problem will become history; provided someone reminds them that the dosage needs to be readable.

Another observation: with some brands at least, if there is a choice between a big bottle with lots of tablets and a small bottle with fewer tablets, the small bottle’s label is identical to the big-bottle label, except reduced in size.  So the useful information on the small bottle is way too small for us elder citizens to read.  Do I have to buy a big bottle with more tablets than I need just to get a label I can read?

Max, as usual, knew the answer to that one.  He said: Such foolishness.  In NUTOPIA our FDA requires that all medicine bottles be large enough to accommodate a label that holds all of the important information in not less than 10-point type.  So the label often determines the minimum bottle size, not the number of pills it holds.  A bottle containing a few pills is the same size as the large economy-size, and the labels are identical, except that each label tells how many pills that bottle provides.  You’re welcome; I am glad to be of help.  But I suspect your country would have figured all of that out for yourselves—eventually.  Thanks Max—I think

ADS: GOOD OR BAD?

In this day and age there are countless ads for everything in all types of media.  Just a minute ago I was reading my e-mail, and there was a silent video ad for a prescription medicine running in a strip at the bottom of the screen.  Of course it included a pretty girl to attract my attention, the hype for this wonderful drug was in big type, and it moved slowly enough that even slow readers could follow it easily.  But when it got to the mandatory warnings on side effects and the risks of taking this medication, not only did the print size go way down, but the rate at which it streamed across the monitor speeded way up so that even fast readers couldn’t follow it.  There ought to be a law.

We are all familiar with TV and radio ads that have trained speakers that memorize and read the “small print” at too fast a rate for an average person to understand it, let alone remember it.

I have a suggestion: In addition to laws requiring understandable messages of importance and safety to potential customers, we need a good penalty to impose on companies whose ads break those laws.  For instance, all companies who are caught violating them should be required to list the negative aspects of their product before the sale pitch, and the warnings messages must be printed in at least one point larger type than the sales pitch is printed.  To the credit of some companies, I have seen a few ads for medications that did use normal size type for the side effects, and they used more space in discussing those than they did for their positive pitch.

One other way that TV and radio ads are enhanced is of course by increasing the sound volume of the ads to way above that of the rest of the program.  The thought occurs to me that they may want their ads loud enough that we can still hear them from the bathroom where we sometimes take our own commercial breaks.  The two defenses against loud commercials, or any commercials, are of course switching channels or hitting the mute button.  The FCC and other organizations are, to their credit, addressing legislation to reduce or solve these advertising nuisances,

 But just a minute: How much would you be willing to pay for your TV entertainment, news, and education if it could not be supported by advertising?  What if all stations had to hold periodic but extended begging sessions, like the PBS stations do in order to provide their programs?  I have read that a subscription to a daily newspaper would cost over twice as much if it wasn’t largely supported by the ads in it.  Would you drop your subscription if you had to pay twice as much for it?  And how much less would you learn if the Internet and Google weren’t largely supported by ads and free to the users?

DAYLIGHT SAVING TIME

Max speaking again: Of course, the real reason for daylight saving time has nothing to do with human convenience; it is used because crops and flowers grow so much better with that extra hour of sunlight.  While we are being silly and speaking of light, here is a little riddle that my daughter Maxine told me: Question: Why is the moon more important than the sun?  Answer: Because it shines at night when we need the light.

HOW MUCH DOES A CAR COST?

I understand that in the United States in recent years it is impossible to tell from most new-car ads how much the car being advertised will cost.  The ads tell you how much cash you will get back when you buy the car (That is a strange concept if I ever heard one.), how “little” you will need to pay each month, and how many free months before we will need to pay anything.  But no place in the ad does it tell you how much the car costs.

But I guess that really isn’t much of a mystery in a country like America.  A high percentage of your people are in debt, and the ad-makers know that ads directed to this large class will be more profitable than ads directed to more prudent buyers.  As you have guessed, car ads in Nutopia are written quite differently because here very few people let themselves get into debt.  In Nutopia people buy cars when they can afford to pay for them.  The only monetary number you are likely to find in our car ads is the cash price of the automobile.  And the price is the price: no haggling.  Why should people with negotiating skills get cars cheaper than the less experienced people can?  We don’t believe in putting the little people at a disadvantage.

THE JEANS MYSTERY

Maxine was the speaker in this dream: Why do so many teenagers in the United States and some other “developed” countries wear completely sloppy clothes?  A high percentage of them wear jeans, and mostly jeans that look like hell.  They are usually faded, frequently completely broken though and frayed at the knees, and the legs are so long that the lower ends get walked on, worn out, and frayed.  Or the legs have been cut off above the knees and left un-hemmed and frayed.  Most of these jeans don’t fit right at the top either.  Many of them don’t come anywhere near up to the navel: they ride precariously on the widest part of the hips.  Then these abominable pants are worn in combination with tops that are much too short, so that a sizable expanse of belly is left bare.  The whole show is quite disgusting (unless you find bare bellies bewitching).

I was surprised and felt sorry that such a high percentage of your youth would have to wear such misfitting secondhand rags; but then I learned that most of these kids aren’t wearing secondhand clothes and they aren’t poor.  Those are new expensive jeans, but they are purposely made to misfit, and are pre-worn out by jeans-destroying machines at the manufacturers, because that is (or was) the “in” style.  Oh yes, and they cost more than good un-ruined new jeans do, because it costs time and money to pre-ruin them.  My manners dictate that I refrain from further comment.

DISCRIMINATION IN SPORTS  

When the game of basketball was invented the players were run-of-the-mill kids, and the basket was mounted high enough that an average-height kid couldn’t reach it.  But it wasn’t long before the players and the fans observed that very tall basketball players had a big advantage when they were close to a basket, because if they had the ball and were shooting, they could jump and literally place the ball in the basket.  And the tall players who were defending could literally jump up and swat a ball away from the basket, keeping it from dropping in.

That is all well and good if you want a game strongly biased toward unusually tall players.  If you want a game where normal height or even short basketball players are not at a disadvantage, there are two very simple fixes (that happen to be just the opposite of each other).

Solution one would be to lower the basket height several feet so that players of all heights would have an equal chance of scoring at close range, and an equal chance in defending to prevent opponents from scoring at close range.  But low baskets would probably make the game less exciting.  Several jumping jacks fighting over a ball at a high basket are real attention getters.

Conversely, baskets considerably higher than the current standard would also level the playing field for players of average heights.  But this might again reduce the excitement of the game.  However, if you keep the basket height where it is you bear the shame of discriminating against average-height players?  It appears that in your outside world, discrimination is a relative thing.

Another game that favors tall players is tennis.  To make it fair for players of all heights, the solutions would be comparable to those suggested for basketball.  Either lower the net so short servers could drive a ball as hard as they can and still keep it within bounds, or raise the net so that even the tall players would have to ease off on the speed of their serves.  But you would have the same considerations that I predict would occur if you mess around with basketball basket height: Tennis would probably become a less exciting game.

Come to think of it, there are discriminations of one kind or another in many game rules and standards.  Serious wrestling is OK, since it has weight classes to make the sport less discriminatory: but there is no, say, 130-pound-class in sumo wrestling.  And if there were it wouldn’t be the same game, show, or ceremony as it is with force-fed 317-pound lard-boat competitors.  Is that remark bigoted?  It certainly is, but this item is about discrimination and bigotry.  It strikes me that sumo wrestling is, among other things, a respected way to show off super-fat bodies.  You in the United States used to ogle “the fat lady” in the circus sideshow, but you have decided that making a spectacle of unfortunate sideshow freaks was not the right thing to do.  Will sumo wrestling ever lose its badge of respectability?

We have been talking about the relationships between physical human extremes and fairness in games, but what about mental extremes?  Success in the game of chess requires a high level of certain types of memory, judgment, and multi-step extrapolation.  Don’t these mental requirements for the game of chess discriminate against people with average mental abilities?  There you have no problem, because only those who excel in the necessary abilities are interested in playing the game.  I am not aware of any lawsuits to have the rules of chess simplified so that a mentally average person would have an equal chance of becoming a Grand Master.

I am reminded of your TV shows: “Jeopardy” and “Wheel of Fortune”.  One is biased in favor of those who excel in certain mental areas, and the other provides almost equal opportunity for a broad range of intelligence, experience, and memory.

Casinos provide mostly games of chance, as long as someone doesn’t bias the roulette wheel or load the dice.  Are casinos fair?  Maybe, if the player understands and continues to remember that the odds are strongly in favor of the House.  Is legal gambling a morally acceptable way to fund governments?  Not in Nutopia.

COINING NEEDED WORDS

This is Maxine.  It is my turn again.  Have you noticed some of the ludicrous proposals in the United States to change words that might be interpreted as gender biased?  For instance, one should not call women "women", one should call them “wopersons.”  And how about “hupersons” intead of human, and “personkind” for mankind?  No thanks.  But for years when I write to people of unknown gender, I don’t write Dear Sir: Gentlemen: or My Dear Sirs: (Since I don’t know them, “Dear” seems more than a bit presumptuous, and “My Dear Sir:” would be worse yet.)  And “How do you Do?”  Do what?  It is none of your business how I do.  When Nutopians address letters to several persons of unknown gender they write  “Salutations:” “Hello:” “Good Morning” or some such friendly but impersonal unbiased phrase.

The word “Mister” means any man regardless of his marital status, but the word “Mrs.” identifies a married woman, and the word “Miss.” identifies an unmarried woman.  There was previously no feminine title that did not disclose the woman’s marital status.  In 1949 the term “Ms.” was coined and was rapidly adopted.  Problem solved.  Women now have as much marital-status privacy as men do.  In fact the women are ahead in the game: If they wish to disclose their marital status, they can still use “Mrs.” or “Miss”.  There are no equivalent male words, except for the obsolete “Master” for boys.

There is another deficiency in English terminology that makes it clumsy to write about people without reference to gender.  Certain personal pronouns don’t exist in the neuter gender.  We can say “he” or “she”, but there is no simple way to refer to a person of unknown gender, or to a person whose gender we don’t wish to identify, without using “he or she”.  We can say “him or her” but there is no comparable single gender-free pronoun.  Or going possessive, we can say “his or hers”, but there is no single possessive pronoun that will avoid disclosing the gender of the person.

Those deficiencies weren’t as serious in the past, because in male-dominated societies it was assumed that everything important was done by men, so “he”, “his”, and “him” were often used even if a woman was known to be the responsible person.  That is verboten these days.  I hate to brag, Maxine said, but I recently invented (coined) several new words that will further the progress toward the equality of women.  That is, I thought I was the first to invent them, but a little research showed me that I wasn’t the first to note the absence of these neuter pronouns.  On February 15th 1987, James J. Kilpatrick, in his “WRITER'S ART” column in the United States, wrote, “To speak of ‘his or her’ and ‘he or she’ is to mess up a sentence.”  Kilpatrick recognized the problem but offered no good way out of it.

Another person, whose name I don’t remember, coined the same three small words that I did.  The neuter-gender personal pronouns are as follows: "nhe," to be used in place of "he-or-she", “ner," to be used in place of "him-or-her", and "nis," to be used in place of "his-or-hers" and the possessive "her".  Here are some sample sentences: A child and nis dog were seen in the distance.  The university seeks a new president.  Nhe is expected to be chosen from the faculty.  The budget problem is awaiting ner.  Each prisoner is responsible for nis actions.  After the senator is elected, nis spouse and nhe will move to Washington, DC.  There is room for one more passenger and nis luggage.

The meaning of “Nhe gave it to ner because it was nis,” is: A specific person of unspecified gender gave it to another person of unspecified gender because it belongs to that person.  It only took nine words to say it using our new words, but I used twenty words to say it non-ambiguously without them.  If we said: “He or she gave it to him or her because it was his or hers,” we spoke fifteen words, but it is not clear whether we were talking about three people or six.

One person told me that we didn’t need any neuter pronouns, because we could call a person of unknown gender “it.”  This distasteful suggestion is, to me, an example of the great opposition which many people feel toward innovation.  Teen-agers, rappers, and gangs coin new words all the time; usually crude and unneeded synonyms.  Surely we can coin some new words that are needed.  Why don’t you adopt nhe, ner and nis, the third-person-singular pronouns of neuter gender for the nominative, objective, and possessive cases?  Dictionaries don't coin words, they only report on words coined by individuals or groups.  Nhe, ner and nis will be in the dictionaries as soon as you start using them.

Yeah Maxine, I agree that nhe, ner, and nis would simplify communicating a bit, but will we ever bother to learn and use them?

Chapter 15

CONSERVATION

Max really threw a bombshell recently.  He said, in essence: Homo sapiens is going to become an endangered species because we have done and continue to do irreparable damage to the planet: damage that will make the continuation of human civilizations in their present forms impossible.  Mother Nature is seriously worn out and can no longer support us in the lush manner to which we have become accustomed.

According to Nutopian analysts mankind is now beginning to decline.  Yes, you read that right.  And since conservation will be a major factor in the rate of our inevitable decline, this is a very serious subject.  We note that you in the outside world keep talking about “growth” and spending “stimulus” money (that you don’t have), in order to recover from the 2008, 2009 recession (or depression).  Your object is to get back on your currently sacred path of economic growth.  We in Nutopia say this is wrong wrong wrong—you should be doing just the opposite.  Conservation and sustainability are essentially the opposite of growth.  Maxine and I are warning you that the civilized world should be winding down rather than trying to keep building up.  Sustainability must be the new watchword, not growth.  More on that later.

WASTING FOOD

We observe with concern that the United States is a very wasteful society.  Let me share a silly little thing to introduce the importance of the little things in conservation.  Nutopia got a big laugh when we heard about something many of your "better" restaurants do these days.  If you order a dessert such as a piece of chocolate cake it is sometimes served with thin raspberry sauce.  We could hardly believe it when we learned that some of your fancy-smancy chefs don’t put the raspberry sauce on top of the cake where you can eat it; they dribble it in lines on the bare part of the plate where no one could possibly get more than a trace of it onto a fork or spoon.  You could lift the plate and lick most of the sauce off like a dog would, but I can’t see even Americans doing that in a fancy restaurant.  And the chefs know darn well that sauce is going to be wasted.  Stupid.  Criminal.

If you like the looks of wavy red lines on your plates, why don't you have them glazed on permanently during manufacture of the plates?  That would make hundreds of acres available that are now used for growing raspberries that end up in dishwashers and sewers.  Perhaps more serious than the wasted acreage is the carbon dioxide generated in planting, harvesting, bottling, and distributing the wasted raspberry sauce, and the energy wasted in accomplishing all of these things.

But this is such a little thing, Max.  Sure, it is a little thing, but almost all big problems arise from the combination of a great many little things or problems.  We have to solve big problems one little problem at a time.  If people think it won’t hurt if they personally ignore this or that little thing, the big problem will never get solved and will probably get worse.  Each of us must solve our share of the little problems.  In the case of food wastage: for starters take no more than you will eat, and teach your kids to do likewise.  Keep leftovers and eat them later.  Ask for small servings at restaurants and/or take home people boxes.  (Fortunately there are already far more “doggy bags” taken home than there are dogs.)

WASTING PAPER

I think I was talking to Maxine on the following item: As you know, the rapid depletion of the world's forests is very serious, both because it greatly exacerbates the global warming problem, and because we need timber and wood of all kinds for building and other uses.  The greatest “other use” is the enormous amount of paper modern societies consume.  Thirty-two percent of all trees cut down are converted to paper or cardboard.  That is not just “toothpicks”.

Reducing the amount of paper we make, use, and waste is doubly important because in addition to depleting forests the papermaking process uses a lot of energy and chemicals, and it often releases serious atmospheric pollutants.  Have you had the pleasure of being downwind of a paper pulp mill and half choking from breathing sulfur dioxide gas, or becoming nauseated by the rotten smell of hydrogen sulfide gas?

Many of the former pulp and paper mills in the United States are now closed, because trees from which paper is made are in short supply.  I understand you get most of your paper from Canada these days.  When will Canada’s forests also be depleted?  Your media talks about dependence upon foreign oil: but you are also highly dependent upon foreign timber and hundreds of other things.

When copy machines became common the use of paper increased greatly.  Prior to copy machines and printers the boss would write a memo and thumbtack that single sheet to the bulletin board for everyone to read.  With copy machines and computer printers many many copies are made.  World wide, copy machines gobble enormous amounts of paper.  Surely these machines have made far more money for the timber, pulp, and paper industries than they have made for the copy-machine industry.  A copier or printer is only manufactured once, but it keeps gobbling paper for as long as it is able.

A couple decades ago a major claim for the coming computer age was that it was going to all but eliminate the need for paper.  Ha!  In early computer systems thousands of tons of punched “IBM cards” were used once and then thrown away.  Now we have hard-drives, CDs, and solid-state memory data storage.  The tree-consuming IBM cards are history.  But computers still generate far more paper usage than they save.  I myself am guilty of printing and saving some things in file drawers instead of, or in addition to, using electronic data storage.  Then there is e-mail: In theory it helps to reduce paper consumption, but not when the senders and/or the recipients print out the e-mails.

PRINTED MATTER

By far the biggest use of paper is in the publication of newspapers, magazines, books, telephone books, and advertisements.  Many of us in Nutopia much prefer getting our news and comic strips from newspapers and magazines rather than online or on TV.  We use paper for communication, publishing, cartons, toilet paper, napkins, paper cups and plates, and paper towels.  Which are greener, all factors considered, paper towels or re-washable cloth towels?  Hard to say: Soap, hot water, and electricity for washing and drying are not exactly green either.

ADVERTISING

In the previous chapter we talked about the irritations that overzealous advertising causes.  Now Max brings up a much more serious aspect of advertising.

It is time to reduce or even forbid advertising on many or most products, because advertising promotes excess spending and growth of the economy.  We must shrink the economy worldwide instead.  The main reason for putting the brakes on advertising is to reduce consumption.  As the world population continues to rise, and the resources of our globe become more and more depleted, we must buy only what we need.

But I hear objections, “Cutting back on buying would raise heck with the Gross Domestic Product.”  Yes it would, but the GDP will have to play second fiddle to the coming difficult task of just surviving.  “Growth” was the old economic goal.  The new goal must be “sustainability”.  These two goals are not compatible.  Unless we achieve sustainability, in the long run we will not survive as a species, and we will take hundreds or thousands of plant and lower-animal species down with us as well as denude the earth of hundreds of resources essential to modern human civilization, soon making our current lifestyles impossible for all future time.
We in Nutopia have stopped buying things we wanted but didn’t really need, and stopped buying just to “keep up with the Joneses” or to try to get ahead of them.  Our new ego-satisfying persona is, “See how conservative we are”, not “See how rich we are and what fancy tastes we have”.

I am sorry to interrupt, but that sustainability goal is so foreign to modern Americans and people of other developed countries that I wonder if we could ever convert our thinking and actions to it.  Advertising is very big business in the United States and most other democratic countries.  And advertising is basic to our entire business system.  You scare the daylights out of me.  But reluctantly I say, tell me more, Max.”

Yeah, we had those problems in converting people’s thinking in Nutopia too, but to a lesser degree than you outsiders are going to experience.  Simpler systems will not be new, however.  Two-hundred years ago you had very little advertising, and you got along just fine while using up the earth at a fraction of the rate you do today.  The purpose of almost all advertising is to try to get us to buy more things.  Excess buying is a major reason why we are now all in for big trouble ahead.  We now must be frugal rather than free in our buying.  Restricting advertising, as we do in Nutopia, makes frugality much easier.

But if we greatly reduce buying it will hurt most businesses tremendously, cause more bankruptcies, and throw millions of people out of work.  We can’t do that.

You don’t have a choice: You are in for increasing economic problems as global warming and physical resource depletions worsen.  We (including Nutopians) have destroyed the earth to the point where anything like complete recovery is impossible.  Now—may I continue?  “Yes Max,” I replied in a small voice.

JUNK MAIL

Advertising has all but taken over your newspapers, magazines, and postal mail.  What percentage of your mail is advertising that you never read?  How much time do you waste sorting it out and recycling it?  How much fuel is required to run the recycling trucks?  What additional global warming is produced and energy used in recycling waste paper into other products?  What percentage of waste paper is not being recycled?
In Nutopia it is now against the law for companies to freely mail ads to everyone.  They can only send ads to those who have asked for them.  And that is an opt-in requirement, not an opt-out option in small print at the bottom of the page (which often doesn’t turn off the ads anyway).  Each company is allowed to send a small ad to everyone twice a year, which gives potential customers the opportunity to sign up to receive that company’s ads.  All opt-ins must be renewed twice a year, or the ads mailed to that address must stop.  I forget the official figures, but I think this system reduced our junk mail by a factor of five or more, and is saving an enormous number of Nutopian trees.

That sounds good to me from a personal standpoint, Max.  I hate to open the mailbox and find a pile of junk mail that I must sort through while searching for our personal mail if any.  Your figure sounds about right for our household:  At least half the time now I throw all of the mail in the box into the recycle bin.  Think of the wasted trees, energy, and other environmental costs resulting from this kind of advertising.  And since most of it is “junk”, I have to be very careful not to throw out the small amount of good mail hidden in the junk.

We understand that the United States Postal Service loves bulk mail advertising because over half of their income comes from bulk mail postage in spite of the lower postal rates bulk is granted.  You people should get that changed.  Your Postal Service is to serve the people, not to annoy them with junk mail.  Support of private businesses should not be a function of government, especially now that business must start winding down.

PERSONAL SOLICITATION

In Nutopia we have also outlawed doorbell ringing and telephone advertising.  “Don't call me, I will call you when and if I should need your products or services.”  Again our advertisers screamed that their right of free speech was being violated: but again our courts ruled against them.  Here the reasons included not only the need to reduce consumption, but also to reduce the invasion of privacy.

With TV, radio, the Internet, and printed matter the potential customers are in control.  They can push the mute button, switch channels, go to the bathroom on commercials, turn off the machine or stop reading.  Doorbell and telephone commercials, on the other hand, are disruptive impositions initially beyond the control of the recipients (unless they have caller ID.  And even there, the need to check the ID of callers is an added bother).  Those interruptions are annoying and time consuming.

I certainly agree with that, Max.  When an unknown caller starts out, “Good evening.  How are you today?”  I say, “We don’t need any thank you; goodbye.”  And in responding to the telephone callers who inform you that you have just won a big sum of money, one could interrupt and say “Oh, wonderful; but I don’t really need that money, and I am sure you could use it yourself.  Please put your boss on the line and I will arrange with her to give it to you instead of to me.”  But that would not be nice to strangers who are just trying to make a living.

When I was young a number of private homes had signs posted on the wall outside of the front door, which read, “No Solicitors, Agents, or Salesmen”.  I don't see those anymore.  I suppose the signs went away because the people they were designed to ban ignored them.  I know I ignored them when I was a kid selling newspapers and magazines door to door.  Advertisers and salesmen need to be aggressive; so if we value our privacy and also intend to do what we can to soften the decline of mankind, we must have effective controlling legislation such as Nutopia has.

Please don’t conclude that we Nutopians are a hard-hearted uncaring lot.  Our advertising control laws make exceptions for the likes of Boy and Girl Scouts and Campfire girls selling their goodies, and for reputable charitable organizations.  We find however that big businesses tend to corrupt those exceptions by trying to subtly bribe the youth groups and charities to help them advertise.

We do not, however, allow unsolicited doorbell ringing and phoning by religious groups.  The intruder’s right to free speech does not apply on private property.  And few residents are so isolated that they are unaware of the different religious groups, so the argument that the doorbell ringers are doing the residents a favor does not wash.  If a resident is disposed to find another religion he or she will have no trouble doing so without the services of doorbell ringers or telephone callers.  The proselytizers who feel they must, or have been directed by God, to spread the gospel as they see it can still do so in the churches, in public places, on TV, radio, Internet, and by newspaper and magazine articles.

SALES, SPECIALS, ADVANTAGE-CARDS, AND COUPONS

The above enticements are unknown in Nutopia.  We see a number of disadvantages to them.  For one thing, even though they promise lower prices, advertisements as a whole result in higher prices.  The consumer ultimately pays all of the costs of the advertisment planning and design, printing and distributing, to say nothing of the time wasted by the shopper in comparing ads, clipping coupons, and in traveling to more and farther stores to take advantage of supposed bargains.  And don’t forget expenditure of extra time, and the cost of the extra fuel for that extra travel.  Advertising boils down to competition between businesses at customer expense in terms of higher, not lower prices.  “Hey, have I got a deal for you,” really means, “Have I got a deal for me.”

Worst of all, the more compelling the advertising the more apt the average person is to buy unneeded things: and that we must learn to avoid.

BUYING ADDICTION

A decade of more ago, there was a flurry in the news over a fad-fueled shortage of a particular brand and style of kid's basketball shoes.  This shoe was endorsed by a popular basketball star, had been extensively advertised on TV, and every kid then had to have a pair to be able to hold his head up among his peers.  Not that it would help his game, if he played basketball at all: but owning a pair of a particular brand was absolutely essential for any kid who was anybody.  Mothers were frantically driving from one store to another searching for them, leaving work early in the hopes the shoe wasn't yet sold out, and trying to bribe clerks to save them a pair out of the next shipment.

That is one form of the addiction to buying we see as a major problem in the United States and other affluent countries.  This addiction can be compared to addiction to alcohol, to controlled substances, to smoking, and to gambling.  The addiction to buying often develops into a devastating drain on the finances of an individual or family.  It takes away money that should be going for retirement investment savings, college educations, health insurance, paying off mortgages, automobile contracts, and even current bills for essentials like utilities.

With many people, if the power is turned off for nonpayment of the electric bill, just enough of that bill will be paid to get the lights back on for a while longer.  The outstanding bills that are causing the most pain are paid, probably in part, but other bills are ignored.  The borrower sees creditors as enemies.  All that matters is buying more things, either with cash or more credit, if there is any more credit available to that probable defaulter.

The kid's dental work is not taken care of because “we can't afford it”, but they can continue to “afford” excessive quantities of expensive food (that rots before it can be eaten), huge amounts of clothes (that are seldom worn), the latest computer (that is little used), a hot tub (that stands idle), a motorcycle (that is seldom ridden), a grand piano (that isn't played), more cars than drivers, and more toys than there are space for.

A byproduct of this lifestyle is that the home gets so full of things that there is little room to live, and the buyers get bored seeing the stuff they just “had to buy” earlier.  Then a garage or yard sale is held and things are sold at a tenth or less of what they were purchased for.  After the sale the addict proudly points out, “Look how much money I made.”  That money, of course, immediately goes to buying more stuff that will end up in future garage sales.

Advertising of all types is an enabling factor in the lives of buying addicts.  Cigarette ads encourage addiction to smoking, liquor ads promote alcoholism, and ads for thousands of products play into the hands of the buying addicts (and to all of us to a lesser degree) to buy things we don't need and can't afford.

A high percentage of those suffering from this malady are always in debt and are favored clients of credit-card companies and lending agencies of all kinds.  The phrase “easy payment plan” is music to the addict’s ears.  By borrowing they can buy and possess (for a time) far more material goods and live higher than they could otherwise; but because of the interest they must pay on credit cards, mortgages, cars, and many other things, their net worth is far less than it would be if they didn’t borrow.  The mess they make of their lives stresses some of them, but others couldn’t care less.  The worst of them will end up in bankruptcy, which amounts to legal controlled stealing from the creditors.  Addiction to buying, like other addictions, is a major cause of divorce, especially if only one of a couple is so addicted.

Some buying addicts start young.  In one case a child of perhaps ten, whom we knew, said “Mom, if you are going to town I need to go with you.  I have a dollar and need to see what I can spend it for.”  Here is an interesting observation: When we love something we want to keep it, and when we hate something we want to get rid of it.  Buying addicts therefore don’t love money: they hate it, so they spend it.  Misers and savers are the ones who love money.

Here is a bit of wisdom from Nutopia.  By far the easiest payment plan is 100% down and zero per month.  Some of you have no idea of the satisfaction, security, peace of mind, and respect this best-of-all purchasing plan provides.  
Right on, Max.  Tooting my own family horn for a moment: My wife and I have only one credit card, which we use only for convenience.  We have never failed to pay the card bill in full every month, so it has never cost us a penny in interest.  We have paid cash for every car we have purchased.  We have owned several homes, and always waited to buy a different one until we could pay cash for it or mostly cash.  Twice we took out small home-purchase mortgages, but paid them off decades in advance of their due dates.  We are definitely not rich: we are frugal, but not stingy, and we have lived comfortably within our income without the stresses that overspending and lack of saving cause.  We much prefer the positive cash flow from saving to the negative cash flow from borrowing.

RECYCLING

The civilized world is now trying to get into the recycling habit.  That is good, but recycling itself is expensive and inefficient, and the market for many recyclable materials is poor or negligible compared to the growing quantities of these materials.  It is far far better to leave the trees standing and the ores in the ground.  Note the word “recycle”: the “cycle” is not complete until the material is reused.  The recycling truck picking up your trash at the curb is only the first step in a long, expensive, energy-consuming, and pollution-generating series of steps.  Although recycling is important, conservation is much more important since it reduces the amount of manufacturing, advertising, and buying.  In other words: wind down, don’t continue to build up.

The future of mankind is far more important than today’s stock market prices, and today’s GDP—or is it?  Most thinking people will agree with that statement in public, but far fewer will actually live by it.  Is that good or bad?  That depends upon which we consider to be the most important, the present or the future.
IN CONCLUSION

Max continued: Conservation is part of an urgent and very complex subject.  As we are all learning at this time, with global warming and the depletion of petroleum, fresh water, and dozens of other vital resources, humanity is in grave danger.  But Maxine and I must end our meetings with you.  Fortunately there is a comprehensive book that documents and details the frightening predictions mentioned in this chapter.  The title is THE RISE AND FALL OF THE HUMAN EMPIRE.  But unfortunately this book is not yet published.  I think its contents are so frighteningly true that no publisher dares to publish it.  Maxine and I are hoping that mankind will face up to these greatest of all human challenges and do what can be done to soften the impacts.  Or will most of you just continue with your wasteful lifestyles and let the chips fall where they will for your great grand children and future generations worldwide?

We have really enjoyed talking with you over these years, and hope that our Nutopian knowledge and life styles will be of some use to you.  We promise not to interrupt your sleep again.  As your legendary newsman Edward R. Murrow used to say: “Good Night and Good Luck.”  But luck isn’t the right word.  All of this will require far more than luck: it will require greater coordinated and wise effort than mankind has yet demonstrated.
POSTSCRIPT

I, the dreamer, will now quit using italics for my own thoughts, since those dreams, if that is what they were, are now over.  I haven’t heard from Max or Maxine for several months.  Seemingly they, or their Nutopian leaders, have taught us all they want us to know about Nutopia.  Max and Maxine are nice people, but a bit too sure of themselves, and too critical of the outside world.  But most of what they told us was fascinating, frightening, and challenging, to say the least.

Will Nutopia ever contact us again?  I doubt it, but if they do it won’t be through me since I am now ninety years old and I wouldn’t be up to this job again.  I am sure that many of you felt that I was already off my rocker during this whole thing.  But I tell you: those dreams were real, not just dreams.  My thousand or so contacts with the Nutopians were spread between 1996 and late 2009.  I wrote personal notes on each dream the next morning, and this book was based upon those notes.

Nutopia has a lot of good simple ideas that are better than some of the ways we do certain things.  They want us to use their ideas, and we should use many of them.  But I am speaking of their simple solutions for simple problems, like using large enough type on medicine bottles.  

However, when Max and Maxine talked about Nutopia’s supposed simple solutions to complex controversial problems of long standing, I was more skeptical.  They made many problems and their solutions sound too simple.  Many things just can’t be that simple.  For one thing, they talked a lot about things that were “forbidden” or “illegal” or “not allowed” in Nutopia.  Enforcing all of those prohibitions would require lots of people, cost lots of money, and generate lots of controversy.  They used the word “simple” most freely, but in practice a lot of what they talked about would be the opposite of simple.

As far as I know neither Max nor Maxine have degrees in sociology, law or politics, and I myself don’t have formal training in these areas either, so it was sort of the blind trying to lead the blind.  Don’t get me wrong, advanced formal education isn’t an essential prerequisite for the solution of all difficult problems, but it usually helps.  Experience in the field of a problem is just as important, but we also know that extensive experience in doing something in a poor way can blind us to consideration of alternative ways that could be much better.  Habits are hard to break.  Experience, nostalgia, and tradition have their places, but they should not be considered sacred.  Don’t be a fiddler on the roof.

I wouldn’t have missed these dreams for the world (of course I had no choice), but I wasn’t comfortable with some of the systems that Max and Maxine claimed are used in Nutopia.  They impressed me, but not always favorably.  On the other hand, some of Nutopia’s methods and beliefs impressed me very favorably.

So, dear readers, from here on things are up to you.  Think seriously about the ideas given to us by Max and Maxine, but all factors considered, don’t swallow anything that tastes too bad.  Will anything change as a result of our exposure to Nutopia?  In fifty years or so I would love to come back for a short visit, to see; but I don’t think I will be given that opportunity.  If this book leads to one or more useful improvements in the way we live and are governed, then Max, Maxine, and I will consider our efforts worthwhile.

Today happens to be the 4th of July, Independence Day for the United States of America.  In honor of the occasion I put up our flag, the Stars and Stripes (fifty stars for our fifty states, and thirteen stripes for our original thirteen colonies).  This evening I will take the flag down, fold it in the official triangular configuration with only the blue star-field showing (as I was taught to do in the U.S. Navy during World War II).  I don’t know what the Nutopian flag looks like, but I have a gut feeling that I wouldn’t like it nearly as well as I do Old Glory.

Thanks for listening,

Francis Reynolds

PS to this Postscript: There has been some controversy over whether this is a fiction or a nonfiction book.  The answer is simple: I have had many strange dreams in recent years, the bibliographic and personal examples used in the book are all real and actually happened, all of the ideas and opinions expressed in this book were either those of other people or my own, therefore this is clearly a nonfiction book.
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