
NO, THERE IS NO
RELATIVE HUMAN VALUE
STATUS IN TRAGIC
SHOOTINGS
The BREAKING NEWS tonight is nine people being
shot to death in Charleston South Carolina. From
ABC News:

Nine people were killed when a gunman
opened fire in a historic Charleston,
South Carolina church Wednesday evening
and police were searching for the
suspect.

Police said that eight people were found
dead inside the church. Two other people
were rushed to the hospital and one
died.

“We’re still gathering information so
it’s not the time yet for details,”
Mayor Joe Riley told local newspaper The
Post and Courier. “I will say that this
is an unspeakable and heartbreaking
tragedy in this most historic church, an
evil and hateful person took the lives
of citizens who had come to worship and
pray together.”

CNN further reported that the knee jerk mayor of
Charleston told reporters that it is all
obviously a “hate crime” because people in a
church were shot.

Is this, yet another, mass murder with all too
easy to bring to bear and fire guns in the US
tragic? Yes, obviously. Tragic is being too kind
and semantically vague. It is horrid.

But, please, it is NOT worse because the victims
were church goers, as their lives are not worth
more than agnostics, atheists or other humans.
Black children are worth no less than white
suburbians. One faith is worth no more than the
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next or none at all. Just stop with that
blithering idiocy.

Human life is precious, and we are all entitled
to live. You are not privileged more than me, no
matter how pious you may be, or pretend to be.

So, grieve mightily the gross and unnecessary
loss of life in Charleston South Carolina
tonight. But those lives are worth nothing more
than Eric Garner, Walter Scott, Michael Brown or
other human senselessly slain in the ridiculous
gun fetish culture of the United States. And,
no, Mr. Mayor, the locus of the shooting in a
church does not de facto make it a “hate crime”.
Stop with that bogus over claim too. Hyperbole
is the antithesis of informed viewpoints.

HOLDER’S AGENCY IN
FERGUSON
Eric Holder just published an op-ed in the St.
Louis Post Dispatch, apparently aiming to
generate confidence in DOJ’s investigation
into Darren Wilson’s killing of Mike Brown.

It starts with 3 sentences describing Brown’s
killing — with no mention of Wilson, or even
that a cop killed Brown.

Since the Aug. 9 shooting death of
Michael Brown, the nation and the world
have witnessed the unrest that has
gripped Ferguson, Mo. At the core of
these demonstrations is a demand for
answers about the circumstances of this
young man’s death and a broader concern
about the state of our criminal justice
system.

At a time when so much may seem
uncertain, the people of Ferguson can
have confidence that the Justice
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Department intends to learn — in a fair
and thorough manner — exactly what
happened.

A disembodied shooting killed Brown in this
telling; violence did not.

Holder then spends several paragraphs discussing
both the investigation itself, as well as the
actions of the Civil Rights Division before he
turns — in the course of one paragraph — to the
protests. Here, violence is described as
violence.

We understand the need for an
independent investigation, and we hope
that the independence and thoroughness
of our investigation will bring some
measure of calm to the tensions in
Ferguson. In order to begin the healing
process, however, we must first see an
end to the acts of violence in the
streets of Ferguson. Although these acts
have been committed by a very small
minority — and, in many cases, by
individuals from outside Ferguson — they
seriously undermine, rather than
advance, the cause of justice. And they
interrupt the deeper conversation that
the legitimate demonstrators are trying
to advance.

The implication, of course, is that the violence
comes exclusively from that “very small
minority,” not the cops shooting rubber bullets
from their tanks.

I find the next paragraph truly remarkable.

The Justice Department will defend the
right of protesters to peacefully
demonstrate and for the media to cover a
story that must be told. But violence
cannot be condoned. I urge the citizens
of Ferguson who have been peacefully
exercising their First Amendment rights
to join with law enforcement in



condemning the actions of looters,
vandals and others seeking to inflame
tensions and sow discord.

The Justice Department — the Agency Eric Holder
leads, the 40 FBI Agents and Civil Rights
prosecutors Holder described — has done nothing
visible thus far to defend the First Amendment.

And then, Holder says, “violence cannot be
condoned.” A bizarre passive sentence with no
agent. By whom? Who cannot condone violence?!?!

And he uses it to urge “the citizens of Ferguson
who have been peacefully exercising their First
Amendment rights” — many of whom have been
arrested, bullied, tear gassed, some of whom
have formed chains to protect businesses — to
“join with law enforcement,” the same law
enforcement  that has been bullying them. Holder
asks these citizens — who presumably are the
ones he says cannot condone violence — to join
the cops who have been engaging in violence to
condemn others who have also been engaging in
violence. Those “others” inflame tensions and
sow discord. The cops don’t, according to this
telling.

It takes a good paragraph and a half before
Holder says the cops must restore trust. Only
unlike the “citizens” of Ferguson, Holder does
not urge the cops directly to do … anything. He
just describes what should happen, he doesn’t
command it to happen.

At the same time, good law enforcement
requires forging bonds of trust between
the police and the public. This trust is
all-important, but it is also fragile.
It requires that force be used in
appropriate ways. Enforcement priorities
and arrest patterns must not lead to
disparate treatment under the law, even
if such treatment is unintended. And
police forces should reflect the
diversity of the communities they serve.



Note what else happens? That violence —
unmentioned in Mike Brown’s actual shooting, but
explicitly described when “those others” did it
— here becomes “force.” Something distinct from
the violence of looters.

Darren Wilson’s shooting of Mike Brown? Not
described as violence — not even described as
the act of a known man. The looters’ looting?
They’re engaged in “violence.” And finally, the
cops, whom Holder doesn’t dare urge to tone
things down? They are exercising “force,” not
“violence.”

I get there are legal reasons why he did this —
notably, this permits him to endorse findings
that Wilson used “force” out of fear for his own
safety! But the grammar and vocabulary of this
op-ed insists on the state’s monopoly on
violence that it has been abusing for 10 days.

THE CARNAGE IN ISLA
VISTA, HASHTAG
JUSTICE AND ECHIDNE
I have
not
been
there
in a
while,
but I
have
been
there
quite
a bit
before, and the Isla Vista/Goleta area
surrounding UCSB is everything good and bad that
surrounds any major university. It is a melting
pot teeming with brilliant young minds, eager to
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expand and ready to experiment and socialize. It
is also cliquish and too easy to separate the in
from the out crowd and, sometimes, rich from
poor. Above all else, at least from my visits
there when I was younger, IV was one wild party
that could be anywhere along a couple of key
streets, if not indeed out in the streets
themselves. It was one hell of a good time.

But not this Memorial Day weekend. Something
different and jolting happened, leaving seven
souls dead, seven more injured and yet another
community, and national audience, grieving and
reaching for answers.

I don’t know what the answers are, and to a
great extent, I do not think the pathology of
this incident is yet ripe enough to draw them
with any real definition. That has not, of
course, stopped the light speed social justice
court of Twitter and the internet.

The reaction on Twitter has run the spectrum
from sober to hysterical. If you are on Twitter,
you have seen it, if you are not, it is not hard
to imagine if you are internet savvy enough to
be reading the instant post. Speaking only for
myself, however, I have been a little disturbed
by the alacrity with which valuable social
justice movements, and their participants, have
glommed on to a tragic spree crime as the
defining vehicle for their arguments, whether it
be women’s rights, gun control or otherwise.

It strikes me, while certainly all of these
things figure into the Rodger situation to some
extent, hitching up to a spree murder by a
mentally disturbed individual is not exactly a
great vehicle for your social justice movement.
It is more complex than that, and it is too easy
in haste to mistake manifestations for root
causes. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc if you will.

And, while I know the intent was good, I have
found the “hashtag advocacy” via such tags as
#YesAllWomen, and the reflexively responsive
#NotAllMen, to not necessarily do all that much
to further the well meaning intention of their
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adopters. While some of those tweets have seemed
germane and helpful, a great many seem

counterproductive. It is unlikely the battle
over misogyny will be won by pitting intelligent
men and women against each other, even
rhetorically. That’s just my thought, and I may
be wrong in how I am seeing this. But there you
have it. I’d rather see this discussion had
under more sober terms and not hitched to a
psychotic spree homicide.

Which leaves us to the last item in the title to
this post. For all the, in too many instances,
emotional, aggressive and wrongheaded discussion
in the Rodger aftermath, one article has struck
me as pretty remarkable for its reflection and
view. It is by Echidne and, in discussing how
different people read different things into the
Rodger scenario, she says:

These are of the expected type and often
reflect the writer’s position on the
political map. That Rodger had access to
semi-automatic weapons made him a very
efficient killing machine. That he
suffered from clear mental problems was
also pointed out. That he was a
misogynist of rather extreme nature is
given at least a nod in most places
(though at least one writer disagrees on
that as the cause for the massacre).
Whether he indeed was “a madman,” in the
sense of an isolated, impossible-to-
prevent-but-horrific event or whether
something could have been done to
prevent the massacre also seems to
depend on one’s general slant about such
things.
…..
This has been a difficult post to write,
a difficult post to write in the correct
tone, a difficult post even to think
about. And I have failed in finding the
correct tone, failed in the distance I
should have had, perhaps failed on the
side of cold and hard anger myself. The
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victims of the massacre deserve my
focus, not its perpetrator, and even
though I justify my writing about the
perpetrator as a search for greater
understanding I’m not sure that I
achieved that.

Yes, Rodger was a troubled individual
with severe problems. Yes, he managed to
slip through the police net, yes, he was
able to buy three semi-automatic guns,
apparently with no questions asked.

Perhaps all that is the framework, the
flow-chart of what happened.

I think the above quotes are spot on, but are
merely a taste of the fantastic discussion and
analysis in Echidne’s piece. It is required
reading in full, and it contains a superb
background and synopsis of Rodger’s manifesto.
It properly and fully draws in the the glaring
issue of misogyny and degradation of women
without making it a means unto itself without a
nod to the underlying issues that may trigger
it.

Rodger’s psychoses look like they go far deeper
than just misogyny, though there is obviously an
abundance of that. And it strikes me, very much,
the real complexity behind this is being lost in
the screaming hashtag rush to peg it as the
vehicle for discussion of all things misogyny
and mistreatment of women. Such is a huge
component to be sure, and ought be discussed,
but there seems to be a lot more going on too.
Echidne lays a lot of that out quite well, and
her struggle in doing so displays why this is
such a tough situation to peg in such simplistic
terms as I have been witnessing, on twitter and
the net, for the last two days.
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UNCOMFORTABLE
TRUTH: THE STATE OF
EVIDENCE IN THE
GEORGE ZIMMERMAN
PROSECUTION
I have said this from the get go: In the case of
State of Florida v. George Zimmerman, under the
actual facts of the case from the State of
Florida’s own disclosure, as opposed to hype
from Benjamin Crump and his public relations
team, who have self interest from representation
of family members in a civil damages case, not
to mention well meaning, even if uninformed,
mass and liberal media, there has never been a
good factual rebuttal to George Zimmerman’s own
account of self defense. You know why? Because
there is not any compelling rebuttal within the
facts as adduced in the investigation and
entered in the record at trial. And the
presumption of innocence and burden of proof in
the American criminal justice system still mean
something.

Yes, I know what I am saying runs counter to the
popular meme and what people emotionally feel
and want to hear. But everything I have noted
from the start of this case has been borne out
in the trial evidence and resulting posture as
the case heads to closing arguments and to the
jury for deliberation.

Did you know that powerful local mayoral office
politicians involved themselves, by meeting with
only the victim’s family and their attorneys, in
an improper ex-parte manner, to go over the most
critical evidence during the early stages of the
investigation and before said Martin family
members’ statements were relied on to file
charges? I bet you did not, but that has been
the testimony in the trial record.

Did any of you see the young female neighborhood
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homeowner, Olivia Bertalan, that testified
Wednesday as to the crime spree that was ongoing
in her and Zimmerman’s neighborhood, Retreat at
Twin Lakes, including the home invasion where
she and her child were victims of one or more
home invaders, and who was effusive in her
praise for the concern of the neighborhood watch
program and George Zimmerman? Did you know that,
thanks in part to the actions of Zimmerman and
his wife, the juvenile suspect was caught and
sentenced as an adult by this same judge, Debra
Nelson, to five years in prison? Probably not is
my guess. But that, too, is the evidence.

Did any of you see the other neighbors, of all
races, in Retreat at Twin Lakes who testified on
Zimmerman’s behalf about the the facts of the
case, that Trayvon Martin was the aggressor on
top of Zimmerman when the shooting occurred, and
the crime afflicting the neighborhood and the
need for the neighborhood watch program? My
guess is you did not. But that, too, is part of
the evidence in the trial record.

Did any of you see the parade of witnesses that
laid the foundation for the fact Trayvon Martin
was the aggressor in the actual critical
physical encounter between him and Zimmerman,
and was on top of Zimmerman, and beating
Zimmerman, both moments before, and at the time
of, the key gun shot? And supported by both the
case detectives and one of the foremost expert
pathologists, Dr. Vincent di Maio, in the world?
My guess is you did not. But that, too, is in
the trial record as hard evidence.

Yes, all of those facts are exactly what was
testified to in open court. Most of the
witnesses were literally the state’s own
witnesses, including the two main case
detectives, Detective Chris Serino and Detective
Doris Singleton. Did you know that the state’s
own veteran case detectives, Serino and
Singleton, testified they believed George
Zimmerman and thought his version of the facts
consistent and credible? My guess is you don’t
know that. Yet all of that is exactly what the
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sworn testimony has been in open court.

Did you know
that the state,
by and through
Angela Corey,
relentlessly
engaged in Brady
violations with
regard to
discovery and
evidence
disclosure and
that, as a

result, discovery and depositions thereon have
been ongoing even during the trial, all to the
detriment to, and prejudice of, Defendant
Zimmerman? My guess is you did not, but that too
is part of the record.

In spite of all of the above, the political, and
cravenly so, prosecution may still tug on enough
emotional and falsely racial heartstrings to
wrongfully convict Zimmerman. Almost surely
there will be no conviction of the always
wrongfully charged 2nd degree murder charge; but
the possibly of a flawed compromise verdict to a
lesser included charge of manslaughter, battery,
or other lesser included offense, is very real.
If so, it will, despite all the emotions of this
case, be a tragedy of justice.

No matter what you think of George Zimmerman
personally, the rule of law should militate in
favor of an acquittal. Yes, if the burden of
proof in the American criminal justice system is
truly “beyond a reasonable doubt”, and if there
really exists a common law right to “self
defense”, then acquittal is exactly what the
verdict should be, and must be.

I have no affinity for George Zimmerman. Frankly
he strikes me as a hapless dope. Under no
circumstances do I support George Zimmerman, or
anybody else, wandering around with concealed
carry, locked and loaded, firearms on
neighborhood patrol (even though he was not on
patrol, but only on his way to Target for family
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shopping). It is a tragic event waiting to
happen and nowhere close to what the founders
had in mind with regard to the Second Amendment.
But my, and your, beliefs are not the law of the
land either in Florida or anywhere else in the
United States under District of Columbia v.
Heller. And that is the law of the land, both
for the Zimmerman case at bar, and and all
others elsewhere.

We shall see how willing to follow the law the
jury will be, and what their verdict is. But
this case is not now, and NEVER has been, about
what has been pitched and portrayed in the
media. Never. It is not about racial prejudice
and profiling (and the DOJ Civil Rights Division
so found), and it is not about murder. It is
about a tragic and unnecessary death, but one
that is not a felony crime, despite all the
sturm and drang.

State of Florida v. Zimmerman is a straight up
traditional self defense case. It has never been
pled as a Stand Your Ground defense case,
irrespective of all the press coverage,
attention and attribution to Stand Your Ground.
It’s never been Stand Your Ground, and certainly
is not now that the evidence is all in on the
trial record. It is a straight self defense
justification defense, one that would be pretty
much the same under the law of any state in the
union including that which you are in, and that
I am in, now (so don’t blame “Florida law”).

There is nothing whatsoever unique in the self
defense posture that has been effected in this
case. Nothing. And it is, whether it is
comfortable or not, a compelling self defense
case. Actually, let us be honest: It is not
comfortable. Not even close. But no matter how
uncomfortable it is to say, Zimmerman needs to
walk, because the self defense case is strong.
The burden of proof in the instructions to the
jury will read that not only is there a general
presumption of innocence afforded Zimmerman but,
moreover, the state must also prove beyond a
reasonable doubt that Zimmerman did NOT act in
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self defense. Under the facts as adduced in the
trial record that ought be, by all rights, an
impossible burden for the jury to get past,
whether on the pending count of 2nd degree
depraved murder or any possible lesser included
charge given to the jury.

The facts, the rule of law, and the
constitutional burdens of proof compel an
acquittal. Uncomfortable to hear; yes, it is.
Necessary for an acquittal to occur; also, yes
it is.

[UPDATE: Just a couple of quick notes. First
off, the jury instructions: Judge Nelson
accepted a lesser included for standard
voluntary act manslaughter under FLRS 782.02(1).
Nelson, thankfully, denied the wild request by
the state to give a third degree murder
instruction based on child abuse. It was a
ridiculous attempt by the state and would have
provided fertile ground for an allegation of
reversible error had there been a conviction.
So, the jury will deliberate only on the 2nd
degree murder and the lesser included
manslaughter charges, which is how it should be.

Prosecutor gave a long closing argument this
afternoon. Parts of it were pretty good, parts
fairly diffuse and rambling. Overall competent
though, and he will still have a rebuttal after
the defense closing tomorrow by Mark O’Mara.

JOHN GALT IS
EVERYWHERE AND HIS
KILLING SPREE
CONTINUES
On Thursday, I wrote about the central role that
absolute free market libertarianism, as
personified by the fictional John Galt, played
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in the horrific explosion in West, Texas that
took the lives of fourteen people, most of whom
were volunteer firefighters fighting a fire at
an unregulated fertilizer facility. We have now
learned that the facility had a checkered
history of ignoring regulations and had 1350
times more ammonium nitrate on hand than the
amount that triggers a legal requirement to
report the facility to Department of Homeland
Security. Of course, the facility’s owner chose
to ignore that regulation along with the many
other regulations he chose to ignore. Sadly,
some press accounts of the owner chose to focus
more on his role as a church elder (Update: he
was even at Bible study when the fire broke
out!) than on how his choice to flout
regulations and good sense led directly to this
tragedy. Whatever the cause of the original fire
that eventually triggered the explosion, the
plant owner’s decision to maintain such a large
and unreported amount of highly explosive
ammonium nitrate so close to so many people
played a huge role in how this tragedy played
out.

Those deaths, and their roots in blatant
disregard for government regulation in the
belief that it harms business, are sadly just a
small part of the larger picture of how free
marketeers have corrupted the public marketplace
of ideas to sow widespread death and destruction
so that the “job creators” can go about their
usual business of pocketing massive profits
while refusing to make microscopic investments
in small steps that would save many lives.

Remember the other, larger Massachusetts tragedy
that killed at least 50 and injured 722? No?  It
was discovered last fall that New England
Compounding Center in Framingham, Massachusetts
had been flaunting the rules on drug
manufacturing and in their haste to reap maximum
profits shipped out vials of steroids
contaminated with fungus. Thousands of patients
around the country were injected with
contaminated material and deaths and injuries
followed.
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You would think that since this tragedy played
out last fall, the government would have
realized the error of letting companies call
themselves compounders when they are in reality
manufacturing drugs on a large scale. Drug
manufacturers are subject rigid FDA standards
while compounders are regulated as if they are
simple neighborhood pharmacies where the
druggist might mix single vials of drugs into a
form a local doctor has requested for
individualized treatment of a patient. But no,
because of massive lobbying on the part of
compounders, who have become a huge presence
because of the vast sums of money they can earn
by working the margins of regulation, lawmakers
pocket the proceeds of the lobbying and proclaim
themselves powerless to harm the job creators as
they bring these products to market. It should
be viewed as no surprise then, that a different
compounder, this time in Florida, now is
recalling all of its products because it has
been found to have been shipping product that
was contaminated with bacteria. It is not yet
known if any patients have been harmed by
products from this compounder, but at least
today’s article on the recall was able to update
the death toll from the Massachusetts compounder
to 53.

The Boston Marathon bombing and the subsequent
search for the perpetrators also was touched by
John Galt. Technology has existed for nearly 20
years that can make individual production lots
of explosives traceable. But when it came time
to implement the technology, the NRA and other
gun enthusiasts managed to limit the inclusion
of taggants to plastic explosives and to
specifically exempt black powder (otherwise
known as gunpowder) from being required to be
traceable. The Boston bombs used black powder.
If investigators had been able to know within
hours of the blast where and when the black
powder was purchased, would they have been able
to arrest the bombers sooner and without the
subsequent death of one police officer and near
death of another? The full shutdown of Boston on
Friday would not have happened if the brothers
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had been arrested Wednesday or Thursday through
tracing the black powder they purchased. But no,
John Galt said that gunpowder manufacturers
shouldn’t have to spend the extra pennies to tag
production lots and the inclusion of taggants in
gunpowder infringes the rights of gun owners in
a de facto registration of their ammunition, so
society has to suffer the consequences of this
freedom.

Oh and all that gun freedom. It appears that we
have five more gun freedom victims in Seattle
today.

John Galt is a very busy guy, sowing death and
destruction from one side of the country to the
other. But since he continues to make good
money, we have to give him his freedom and keep
those markets wide open. Praise the lord of the
free market and pass the untagged ammunition.

HOW CAN WE SAY JOHN
BRENNAN “KEPT US
SAFE”?
I was struck when I read this line in Dexter
Filkin’s article on John Brennan and drones:

None of the above is intended as an
attack on Brennan, who has spent the
past four years as President Obama’s
counterterrorism advisor. He has a hard
job. He is almost always forced to act
on the basis of incomplete information.
His job is to keep Americans safe, and
he’s done that.

How are we supposed to measure Brennan’s success
in the White House?

His title, after all, is not just
“Counterterrorism Advisor.” It is “Deputy
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National Security Advisor for Homeland Security
and Counterterrorism.” Homeland Security and
Counterterrorism.

As Counterterrorism Advisory Brennan deserves
credit, I guess, as terrorism has declined from
2009 levels (2009 was a spike year). Though it’s
unclear how much of that is organic, and how
much a result of Brennan’s efforts. In any case,
I’m certainly willing to give him credit on that
front.

But say his Homeland Security mandate includes
cyberdefense? If that’s true — and it was for
Richard Clarke when he was in that job — then
Brennan has most assuredly not kept us safe.
We’re getting hacked more than ever and we have
yet to implement a comprehensive program that
will keep critical infrastructure owned by
corporations adequately defended.

Domestic terrorism is sort of included in
Homeland Security. Indeed, Brennan has been
involved in responses to mass shootings of both
the domestic terrorist and non-terrorist
varieties. If that’s part of Brennan’s mandate,
than isn’t the spiraling rate of mass gun
shootings proof he has failed? How can Filkins
say Brennan “kept us safe” after Newtown?

And then there are things that should be
included under any Homeland Security mandate but
aren’t. Chief among them would be, at the very
least, increasing resilience to extreme weather
events, but preferably even efforts to minimize
the risk of climate change. Hurricane response
is included, and there are still people in NYC
who lack heat from Hurricane Sandy. Drought
badly damaged the navigability of the
Mississippi this year; does our failure to
resolve that problem count?

Infrastructure safety is another; some of the
very same corporations that refuse to implement
cybersecurity defenses have had major
catastrophes caused simply by neglect (which
suggests the push to get them to shore up only
their cybersecurity defenses is a mistaken
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approach). How do we measure that?

Honestly, I’m as critical of Brennan as anyone,
and I’m not sure it’s fair to hold him
accountable for all the Homeland Security lapses
on his watch. After all (as this Congressional
Research Service paper makes clear), we don’t
have a solid definition of what’s included in
Homeland Security. So until we define it
clearly, no one can be held accountable to that
fuzzy definition.

That said, we ought to, at least, be cognizant
of the definitions those executing the mission
use. This is actually even relevant assuming (as
is almost certain) that Brennan is confirmed;
there has been debate, after all, whether or not
CIA should be collecting intelligence on climate
change. John Brennan prioritized his own work at
the White House, and he appears not to have
prioritized keeping first graders and Sikhs in
their temple safe from crazy gunmen.

The point is, we as a country need to get better
about defining what security for the “homeland”
means, particularly because it is intended to
include non-military defense. We need to shift
our resources and emphasis accordingly based on
what the greatest threats are. The fact that we
don’t even know how Brennan defined that part of
his job — and whether he was successful or not —
tells us we’ve lost the big picture on our
security.

JOHN GALT KILLS
AMERICANS
The National Research Council and Institute of
Medicine yesterday released the results of a
study addressing mortality in the United States
as compared to other developed nations. The full
report can be purchased here, where a summary
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also can be downloaded as a free pdf file. The
press release on the study frames the questions
addressed:

On average, Americans die sooner and
experience higher rates of disease and
injury than people in other high-income
countries, says a new report from the
National Research Council and Institute
of Medicine.  The report finds that this
health disadvantage exists at all ages
from birth to age 75 and that even
advantaged Americans — those who have
health insurance, college educations,
higher incomes, and healthy behaviors —
appear to be sicker than their peers in
other rich nations.

“We were struck by the gravity of these
findings,” said Steven H. Woolf,
professor of family medicine at Virginia
Commonwealth University in Richmond and
chair of the panel that wrote the
report.  “Americans are dying and
suffering at rates that we know are
unnecessary because people in other
high-income countries are living longer
lives and enjoying better health.  What
concerns our panel is why, for decades,
we have been slipping behind.”

From the summary, we have this long explanation
of the causes of high US mortality, where I have
added emphasis:

The panel’s inquiry found multiple
likely explanations for the U.S. health
disadvantage:

• Health systems. Unlike its peer
countries, the United States has a
relatively large uninsured population
and more limited access to primary care.
Americans are more likely to find their
health care inaccessible or
unaffordable and to report lapses in the
quality and safety of care outside of
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hospitals.

• Health behaviors. Although Americans
are currently less likely to smoke and
may drink alcohol less heavily than
people in peer countries, they consume
the most calories per person, have
higher rates of drug abuse, are
less likely to use seat belts, are
involved in more traffic accidents that
involve alcohol, and are more likely to
use firearms in acts of violence.

• Social and economic conditions.
Although the income of Americans is
higher on average than in other
countries, the United States also has
higher levels of poverty (especially
child poverty) and income inequality and
lower rates of social mobility. Other
countries are outpacing the United
States in the education of young
people, which also affects health. And
Americans benefit less from safety net
programs that can buffer the negative
health effects of poverty and other
social disadvantages.

• Physical environments. U.S.
communities and the built environment
are more likely than those in peer
countries to be designed around
automobiles, and this may
discourage physical activity and
contribute to obesity.

No single factor can fully explain the
U.S. health disadvantage. Deficiencies
in the health care system may worsen
illnesses and increase deaths from
certain diseases, but they
cannot explain the nation’s higher rates
of traffic accidents or violence.
Similarly, although individual behaviors
are clearly important, they do not
explain why Americans who do not smoke
or are not overweight also appear to
have higher rates of disease than



similar groups in peer countries.

More likely, the U.S. health
disadvantage has multiple causes and
involves some combination of inadequate
health care, unhealthy
behaviors, adverse economic and social
conditions, and environmental factors,
as well as public policies and social
values that shape those conditions.

What stands out to me is that the list of
reasons Americans die early overlaps
significantly with the social goals of right-
wing libertarians who worship Ayn Rand and John
Galt. Consider the “let them die” attitude
displayed at town hall meetings during the time
the ACA was being developed. Randians were
squarely in favor of maintaining the status quo
where many are unable to afford health insurance
coverage, choosing to characterize those in
poverty as lazy moochers.

Consider also the response on the right when
Michelle Obama led the push for healthier school
lunches, where the conclusion was “It’s not
reasonable to expect them to either eat what the
government deems healthy or go hungry.” Of
course students should be free to choose
unhealthy foods with too many empty calories,
according to the Randians, who then would deny
health coverage for those who become obese and
otherwise unhealthy as a result.

And then we get to the social and economic
conditions, where the study dares to point out
that the US now has conditions with extremely
high poverty and low social mobility. We can’t
be imposing any limits on “producers” by helping
“moochers” with those pesky social safety net
programs. Never mind that the absence of those
programs now stands as a recognized factor in
increased mortality and in increased social
costs for treating poor people once they become
sick. This attitude of disrespecting the safety
net is now so widespread in US society after an
unrelenting assault from Randians that none
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other than that well-known socialist Barack
Obama has been openly suggesting he is willing
to make a deal on reducing Social Security
benefits.

Of course our car-centric society also
contributes to obesity and poor health and the
design of our communities around cars suggests
that we are unlikely to change behavior on that
front any time in the near future.

But the bit I skipped over in the paragraph on
health behaviors is one of the factors where the
US seems to stand out from other developed
countries the most. Consider this chart:

The ease of availability of guns puts the US far
ahead of other developed countries when it comes
to intentional violent death that is not self-
inflicted. These gun deaths were the lede in
today’s AP article on the study:

The United States suffers far
more violent deaths than any other
wealthy nation, due in part to the
widespread possession of firearms and
the practice of storing them at home in
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a place that is often unlocked,
according to a report released Wednesday
by two of the nation’s leading health
research institutions.

/snip/

The United States has about six violent
deaths per 100,000 residents. None of
the 16 other countries included in the
review came anywhere close to that
ratio. Finland was closest to the U.S.
ranking with slightly more than two
violent deaths per 100,000 residents.

And, of course, we can’t limit access to guns
because, you know, freedom. Yesterday’s New York
Times has more on the gun aspects of the study:

The rate of firearm homicides was 20
times higher in the United States than
in the other countries, according to the
report, which cited a 2011 study of 23
countries. And though suicide rates were
lower in the United States, firearm
suicide rates were six times higher.

Sixty-nine percent of all American
homicide deaths in 2007 involved
firearms, compared with an average of 26
percent in other countries, the study
said.

The study’s leader suggested to the Times that
the results are not the fault of a particular
political party or administration:

“Something fundamental is going wrong,”
said Dr. Steven Woolf, chairman of the
Department of Family Medicine at
Virginia Commonwealth University, who
led the panel. “This is not the product
of a particular administration or
political party. Something at the core
is causing the U.S. to slip behind these
other high-income countries. And it’s
getting worse.”
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No, a particular administration or political
party is not at fault. It is John Galt’s fault.
He is killing young adults in our country and he
is enrolling the entire public policy apparatus
in a widespread hatred of government, social
safety nets and regulations that promote public
health. I suspect that is why the summary
passage I quoted above ends with a reference to
“public policies and social values that shape
those conditions”. They didn’t come out and name
him in the parts of the report I read, but I
suspect the study’s researchers encountered John
Galt at nearly every point of their study, and
he was busily killing Americans.

WHITLOCK, COSTAS
BRAVELY POINT TO ROLE
OF GUNS IN PERKINS,
BELCHER TRAGEDY
[youtube]http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B1ijkccD
9_8[/youtube]

In a disgusting demonstration that for the NFL,
money dictates that “The Show Must Go On”, the
NFL never considered those who, like Dave Zirin,
found it astounding that the NFL would encourage
the Kansas City Chiefs to go ahead with their
game barely 24 hours after Chiefs Coach Romeo
Crennel and other Chiefs personnel witnessed
Jovan Belcher kill himself with a handgun
shortly after he had murdered his girlfriend,
the mother of their three month old son
daughter. Zirin tweeted throughout the day on
the coverage provided by the various networks as
they continued broadcasting games, mostly as if
the event had never happened.

But then, just at the close of halftime in the
nationally televised Sunday night game on NBC,
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Bob Costas took the microphone for the minute
and a half you see in the YouTube above. Costas
started by slamming the cliche that the playing
of the game somehow began the “healing” process
for those affected by the tragedy, giving voice
to the sentiment Zirin had stated earlier. But
then Costas moved on to confront an even bigger
taboo in the national debate, as he quoted this
powerful column by Jason Whitlock, who dared to
point out the way that our national sickness
relating to guns contributed to this tragedy.
From Whitlock:

I would argue that your rationalizations
speak to how numb we are in this society
to gun violence and murder. We’ve come
to accept our insanity. We’d prefer to
avoid seriously reflecting upon the
absurdity of the prevailing notion that
the second amendment somehow enhances
our liberty rather than threatens it.

How many young people have to die
senselessly? How many lives have to be
ruined before we realize the right to
bear arms doesn’t protect us from a
government equipped with stealth
bombers, predator drones, tanks and
nuclear weapons?

Our current gun culture simply ensures
that more and more domestic disputes
will end in the ultimate tragedy, and
that more convenience-store
confrontations over loud music coming
from a car will leave more teenage boys
bloodied and dead.

In the coming days, Belcher’s actions
will be analyzed through the lens of
concussions and head injuries. Who
knows? Maybe brain damage triggered his
violent overreaction to a fight with his
girlfriend. What I believe is, if he
didn’t possess/own a gun, he and
Kasandra Perkins would both be alive
today.

http://msn.foxsports.com/nfl/story/jovan-belcher-kansas-city-chiefs-murder-suicide-tragedy-girlfriend-self-leave-orphan-daughter-why-still-playing-sunday-120112
http://msn.foxsports.com/nfl/story/jovan-belcher-kansas-city-chiefs-murder-suicide-tragedy-girlfriend-self-leave-orphan-daughter-why-still-playing-sunday-120112


Whitlock deftly destroys so many of the false
narratives that our society has forced upon it
regarding guns. As he states, this tragedy
demonstrates that the second amendment actually
threatens our liberty rather than protecting it.
He goes on to state that although the second
amendment is regarded by many as the last refuge
by citizens against a government turned
tyrannical, mere guns won’t protect against a
determined government armed with “stealth
bombers, predator drones, tanks and nuclear
weapons”. Whitlock cleanly demonstrates that the
pervasive nature of guns in our sickened society
is what enables so many senseless deaths,
pointing out that both Perkins and Belcher
likely would still be alive if a gun had not
been available during Belcher’s moment of
extreme rage. Whitlock also alluded to the
tragic murder of Jordan Davis in Jacksonville,
Florida recently in a case that appears to
possibly be headed once again into an inovcation
of Florida’s “Stand Your Ground” law that many
see as a license for murder.

Whitlock went directly in the face of the
cliche, often pointed out by David Waldman on
Twitter, that the immediate aftermath of a
tragedy of this magnitude is “too soon” to enter
into a discussion on the perils of society’s
glorification of guns. Others would say that
public discussion of guns on a rational basis is
no longer possible because of the overwhelming
power of the NRA.

The fact is, it is never “too soon” to discuss
the role of guns in tragedies because the
tragedies come at us so quickly that we would
otherwise always be in the quiet period after
one gun tragedy or another. But even more
importantly, the myth of the power of the NRA
has been completely destroyed. In the 2012
elections, Media Matters informs us that the NRA
spent just under $12 million but only 0.42
percent of those funds supported winning
candidates and only 0.39 percent opposed losing
candidates.
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Just as the latest round of elections and the
current Kabuki over the “fiscal cliff” is poking
a hole in Grover Norquist’s power over
preventing tax increases, our society may
actually be moving toward a more rational
discussion on the sickness inherent in our gun
culture. I don’t harbor any illusions that
progress will be fast or that substantive
improvements are even still possible, but if
changes do finally take place, we may be able to
point to the courage shown by Bob Costas last
night as the turning point when we finally
started a long overdue discussion.
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