Is He Totally Crazy?

HEN RALPH NADER AN-
nounced on “Meet the
Press” that he would run

as an independent for president, Tim
Russert noted that there had been an
orchestrated campaign to persuade
him not to run. He pointed to the
Web site www.ralphdonotrun.net that
features a video clip that says in part:
“The simple fact is if Nader had not
run, Gore would be president, not
Bush.” The video concludes, “Visit
Ralph Nader’s Exploratory Committee
Web site and send the message: Ralph,
please don’t run.”

To which Nader responded, “That
is a contemptuous statement against
democracy, against freedom, against
more voices and choices for the
American people”

On the day Nader declared his
candidacy, my son Adrian was in New
York attending “Life After Bush: Youth

Activism and the Fight for our Future;
a conference sponsored by the Demo-
cratic Socialists of America. He called
me and asked, “Is he totally crazy?”

I paused. No, Nader is not totally
crazy. Few people are, but ... dare I
write more?

In 2000, In These Times opposed
Nader’s third-party strategy as wrong-
headed. I wrote in a September 5, 2000,
editorial:

While the Democrats are far from
perfect, there is a difference between
them and the Republicans. That differ-
ence makes a difference, maybe not to
the well-being of middle-class Nader
supporters, but certainly to those
people whose quality of life depends
on federal programs.

As a result of that and other coverage,
a number of readers canceled their sub-
scriptions and some donors closed their
check books. On no subject has In These
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Times received such a barrage of letters.
Four years later, and here we go again.
Make no mistake about it, Nader can

be rhetorically eloquent.
Explaining to Russert why Bush

should be impeached, Nader asked

is there “any better definition of high

crimes and misdeameanors in our

Constitution than misleading or fabri-

cating the basis for going to war, as the

press has documented ad infinitum?”
His denunciation of the corporate
control of Washington was refresh-

ing, particularly given the venue of a

network news show. “There’s just too

much power and wealth in too few
hands, increasingly giant corporation
hands that have no allegiance to our
country or our communities other
than to control them or to abandon
them. They have taken over Washing-
ton. Washington is now a corporate-
occupied territory”
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So what is he up to? A key can be
found in deconstructing the language
of his interview with Russert.

First, let it be clear that the disagree-
ment between Nader and thinking
progressives is solely over political
strategy. “The liberal intelligentsia ...
agrees with almost all our positions,”
said Nader. He could have said, “T agree
with almost all the liberal intelligen-
tsia’s positions.” Yet that change in sub-
ject and object would have required
that he drop the royal first person
plural and subordinate his ideas to the
realm of progressive common sense,
both of which would make him and
his positions sound a little less special.

Nader deftly turns criticism of his
strategy into an attack on his noble
ideals—a tactic that works well if you
don’t think too closely about what he
is saying. For example, when Russert
asked Nader to respond to the charge
that “he’s going to be a spoiler because
of his ego” Nader replied, “A spoiler is a
contemptuous term, as if anybody who
dares to challenge the two-party system
and corrupt politics and broken politics
and corporate power is a spoiler”

Come again? “Spoiler” is a term used
when speaking about elections. Such
as, “Remember that weird Texan with
the big ears who spoiled the elec-
tion for George Bush senior in 19922
Or, “Remember that self-righteous
Washingtonian who spoiled the 2000
election for Al Gore, who at this point
in a presidency could have named 211
judges to lifetime appointments on the
federal bench?”

And what about that war in Iraq?
Russert asked Nader, “Do you believe
that Al Gore would have invaded Iraq?”
Nader responded, “He would have. I
think he was a hawk” Well, whatever
helps you sleep at night.

When it comes to how to forge
political change Nader’s thinking gets
downright muddled. Speaking of those
who contemptuously call him a spoiler,
Nader told Russert:

These people are well-meaning
people who agree with us on many

of the issues, but they’re hostages to
an antiquated Electoral College win-
ner-take-all system that blocks all the
way to excluding candidates from the
debates, blocks any kind of voices, any
kind of competition, and we’ve got

to fight that. ... You've got to fight it

from the inside ... and that’s what 'm

trying to do.

Huh? Where exactly on the inside is
Nader? The Beltway?

He seems to have wandered too long
in the wilderness of Washington-based
public-interest groups. He understands
that terrain. He discovers a threat to
public well being, be it a dangerous
Corvair or the emergence of a corporate
oligopoly. He exposes the danger. And
then, invoking all that is decent and hu-

man, demands that the wrong be righted.

So Nader now has a hankering to
fix the systemic flaws in our electoral
process. Yet as far as electoral politics
go, he hasn’t got a clue. The near-to-
tal lack of support his candidacy has
received from people who have run for
and then actually been elected to office
would humble lesser mortals.

Those who question the wisdom of
his strategy he slams as “liberal intel-
ligentsia,” accusing them—or should
I say us?—of wanting “to block the
American people from having more
choices and voices, especially young
people who are looking for idealism,
who are looking for a clean campaign,
who are looking for the real issues in
this country”

In other words, he’s doing it for the
children. And what will those “young
people” find in Nader’s campaign?
Idealism? Or a thoroughly disillusion-
ing lesson on how the electoral system
is stacked against third-party efforts?
After all, they don't call it a two-party
system for nothing.

Since its founding by James Wein-
stein in 1976, a cornerstone of In These
Times’ editorial policy has been the
understanding that, historically and
systemically, third parties—however
desirable—are not a viable political
option in the United States.

Yet time and again, progressives in
America engage in the quadrennial
exercise of hitching their wagon to
the latest progressive star. Recall 1980,
when Barry Commoner made an
independent run for president under
the Citizen’s Party banner.

At the time, Weinstein editorialized:

Both in theory and as a practical matter,
the primary emphasis on presidential
politics is a dead end. ... As a matter of
practical politics, the only hope the left
has of electing progressives to office is
on the scale of a legislative election, ei-

ther to state legislatures, city councils or
Congress. ... The road to power—and
in the short run, to popular agitation
around progressive principles—lies first
through the legislature.

Ralph Nader might heed Weinstein’s
words and devote his considerable
charisma, eloquence and financial
resources to helping build electoral
coalitions at the congressional level to
elect 10 Representatives who would
then join the Congressional Progres-
sive Caucus.

This issue of In These Times features
a new column, “House Call,” which we
are establishing at the instigation of
Rep. Bernie Sanders, Vermonts at-large
member of Congress. “House Call” will
present periodic reports from mem-
bers of the Congressional Progressive
Caucus. Sanders, through grassroots
organizing and coalition building, re-
peatedly has been reelected as the only
independent in the House. He told me
he was concerned that people, particu-
larly young people, have become disil-
lusioned by electoral politics because
they don't realize that good progressives
can be elected to Congress. And he said
they lack such role models because
members of the Congressional Progres-
sive Caucus are not given a voice in the
mainstream press. They will have one in
In These Times.

The Unscripted President

--'131.-!\" E.‘lrl.hj.? Chven ﬂl‘F{:lIul.r Fﬂulﬂ' :"'Hhrh.rt
oparaives in Vietnim, I mef ke o AL bion 7

KITCHENTABLE CARTOONS

IN THESE TIMES

MARCH 29, 2004

15



BY DAVID BOLLIER

ORMER INTERIOR SECRETARY WALTER HICKEL ONCE EXPLAINED:
“If you steal $10 from a man’s wallet, you're likely to get into a
fight. But if you steal billions from the commons, co-owned by
him and his descendants, he may not even notice”

Not since the Gilded Age of the 1890s has so much public
wealth been shoveled into private hands with such brazen ef-
ficiency. Timber companies, corporate ranchers and foreign

mining companies with cheap access to public lands are plundering our na-
tional patrimony. Congress obligingly turns a blind eye to the accompanying
pollution, soil depletion and habitat destruction. Companies are rushing to
patent our genes, privatize agricultural seeds and stake private claims on plots
of the ocean. Broadcasters—who for decades enjoyed free use of the public’s
airwaves, a subsidy worth hundreds of billions of dollars—are attempting to
exploit an equivalent amount of electromagnetic spectrum for digital TV.
We the taxpayers pay billions of dollars to sponsor risky path-breaking fed-
eral drug research, research that too often is given away to pharmaceutical
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companies for a song. Then we pay a second time—as
consumers, at exorbitant prices—for the same drugs.

And so on.

The privatization of public resources is not a new
story, to be sure, but the current rapacity is truly
stunning. Much of the immediate blame must go to
the Bush administration, which has rewarded cor-
porate contributors with one of the most sweeping
waves of privatization and deregulation in our his-
tory. But while Republicans are the most aggressive
cheerleaders for privatization, many Democrats
equally enthuse about the “free market” as an engine
of progress and deride strong government steward-
ship of resources.

This bipartisan support is why fighting privatization
is so difficult. American political culture has a strong
faith in the efficacy of markets and skepticism in the
competence of government. Critics bravely cite indi-
vidual episodes of privatization gone bad, but there is
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