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INTRODUCTION




IM SITTING ON A JET PLANE at Newark Airport, minding my own business, waiting to take off for Miami. A few seats away is this lawyer right out of Central Castingwire-framed eyeglasses, dull gray suit, red tie, mandatory suspenders. Attached to his ear is another mandatory accessory, the cell phone, which hes using to talk to a colleague about some legal brief.

Actually, talk isnt exactly the right word. Yell is a lot more like itwhich is the way a lot of people talk on cell phones. Anyway, just about everyone on the plane who isnt clinically deaf can hear the whole conversation, loud and clear, including the part where Mr. Lawyer actually invokes the name of a U.S. Supreme Court justiceAntonin Scaliato give a little weight to his brief. Pretty impressive, Im thinking. I mean, how often does a guy on an airplane drop Antonin Scalias name into a conversation? How about never? Then this obviously well-educated, sophisticated man makes another important observation about his important legal case, another observation you could hear all over the airplane.

Its all f**ked up, he tells the guy at the other end of the phone.

And heres the thing: No one within earshot raised an eyebrow. The remark drew as much attention as if he had said to the flight attendant, Got any peanuts?

Not that Im suggesting that I was shocked, either. Who are we kidding? In todays world, some anonymous guy dropping the F-bomb in a crowded airplane doesnt move the needle on the give-a-crap meter. In fact, if you even think about making an issue of it, some people start dropping the P-bomb. And who wants to be called a prude? So you just sit there and either make believe you didnt hear what you and everybody else just heard or you tell yourself its no big deal.

But the truth is, its getting harder and harder to tell myself that stuff like this is no big deal. Instead I find myself remembering that there was a time in America when not even a drunk in a bar would say the word f**k out loud. Today, Chevy Chase calls the president of the United States a dumb f**knot in some dingy beer hall but in front of a packed house at a Kennedy Center gala in Washington, D.C.

Yes, weve come a long way from the old days when Frankly, my dear, I dont give a damn caused such a ruckus. But that, of course, was a different time, and a different America, long before genuine crass vulgarity polluted not only our relatively private lives but our public, civic lives as well.

And you know what? Its an America that, in all kinds of ways, a lot of us miss.



Of course, every time you say something like that, every time you feel even a little nostalgic for the good old days, you can count on one of your (almost certainly liberal) friends to come back with Oh, yeah, you really think things were better when blacks couldnt vote or sit down at a lunch counter? You really think things were better when women and gays were kept in their place? Is that the America you think was so wonderful and want to go back to?

No, if it even needs to be said, that is not the America I want to go back to. I want an America where black people have all the rights white people have; where women have all the rights men have; where gays can walk down the street, holding hands if they want, and not have to worry that some jackass is going to call them namesor worse; where little girls can aspire to be scientists just as little boys; where minorities dont get called spic or gook or kike or anything else like thatand, yes, I also want an America where people dont think its perfectly okay to yell f**k on a crowded airplane.

And you know what else? While I may not pine for the good old days when Lucy and Ricky had to sleep in separate beds and couldnt even whisper the word pregnant when she so obviously was, Im not thrilled with the endless junior-high sex jokes on Will & Grace, either. Or the farting contests on Howard Sterns show. Or rap lyrics on the radio that go on about slitting the bitchs throat and tossing her dead ass out the window. Or those nauseating paternity-test theme shows that Maury Povich puts on the air every other day, featuring losers trying to figure out who knocked them up.

If thats progress, count me out.

And just in case youre wondering: No, Im not the Church Lady. If Courtney Love or Drew Barrymore wants to flash David Letterman around midnight on national television, frankly, my dear, I dont give a damn. If Janet Jackson wants to show me her breastand anything else shes gotthats good with me, too, but not during the Super Bowl halftime show, when all sorts of people are watching, including one-fifth of all the kids in America under age eleven. Its not the vulgarity that bothers me as much as the rudeness. We invited her into our house to singnot to undress in front of the whole family. You dont have to be a bluenose to be bothered by that, or by the cheap towel-dropping episode on Monday Night Football, either. And if HBO or Showtime wants to run the Sopranos or Deadwood or Queer as Folk, or a lot of other stuff that would give the Church Lady a coronary, no problem with mebecause grown-ups have to pay for it, which, in my book, makes it private, which means its nobodys business but their own.

To tell you the truth, I didnt even care when Dick Cheney told Senator Patrick Leahy what he could do with himself, which, I admit, struck me as a very good and long-overdue suggestion because he said it privately. If Leahy hadnt leaked it to his pals in the media, it would have stayed between the two of them. Now, if the vice president had told Leahy to go screw himself, say, on Meet the Press, well, thats something else entirely.

Heres the problem, as far as Im concerned: Over the years, as we became less closed-minded and more tolerant of all the right things, like civil rights, somehow, we became indiscriminately tolerant. Youre so judgmental  became a major-league put-down in Anything Goes Americaas if being judgmental of crap in the culture is a bad thing.



A slow poison is running through the veins of this great country, and our tolerance of crap is just a small part of it. Because the stuff that comes out of the television and radio is only the most obvious evidence of how far south things have gone.

Yes, its easy to believe that its really nobodys fault, that this is just the way society has evolved, that its just the end result of impersonal forces beyond anyones control. But thats not true. There are specific individuals who, in various ways, are not only screwing things up in this country, but who often are succeeding wildly by screwing things up. This is a book about those people, a whole bunch of different people who are screwing things up in a whole bunch of different ways.

Its about the Hollywood blowhards who think theyre smart just because theyre famous and whowhen theyre not saying other really dumb thingscasually compare politicians they dont like in this country to a bunch of Nazis, but think dictators like Fidel Castro are really cool.

Its about the cultural-elite hypocrites, like the Beverly Hills environmentalist-to-the-stars who screams at total strangers for driving SUVs while shes tooling around the country in a private jet that sucks up more fuel in one hour than most small countries use in a year.

Its about the people who make us laugh even when theyre not trying, like the congresswoman who thinks hurricane namesI swear Im not kiddingare too lily-white and that we need more hurricanes with black nameslike what? DeShawn and Shaniqua?

But its also about the ones who infuriate us, like the America Bashers, who, just days after September 11, couldnt wait to tell us that Patriotism threatens free speech with death and that the American flag stands for jingoism and vengeance and war.

Its about the intellectual thugs at some of our best universities who make rules about what you can and cannot say at schoolin order to ensure that none of the little sensitive hothouse flowers on campus ever gets his or her feelings hurt by an unkind word.

Its about those well-dressed crooks at some of Americas biggest corporations, who went to some of our finest business schools, who cook the books and steal the future of their own employees because, according to their warped value system, making a measly 10 or 20 million a year just isnt good enough anymore.

Its about the American jackals, the trial lawyers, who file the kind of frivolous lawsuits that are so ridiculous they actually make us laugh just before they make us scream.

Its about a country where as long as anything goes, as a friend of mine puts it, sooner or later everything will go.



A few words about the list and how I came up with the 100 People Who Are Screwing Up America 

First, I didnt take a poll. Forgive me for stating the obvious, but this is my list. There wont be two people in the whole country who agree with every name in the book. Why in the world did you put him on it? someone is going to yell at me. How come you left her off the list? Because the people on it are the ones I think are screwing things up.

And it wont take you long to notice that there are a lot of liberals on the list, which, of course, is just how it ought to be. If I were compiling the list years ago, say, when I was in college, thered be a lot of conservatives on it. But this isnt years ago, and besides, Im smarter now than I was back then. And, believe it or not, its not so much because of their left-of-center politics that theyre on the list, as because of their willingnessmake that their eagernessto live up to the most embarrassing stereotypes many of us hold about todays cultural-elite liberals: that theyre snooty, snobby know-it-alls, who have gotten angrier and angrier in recent years and who think theyre not only smarter, but also better than everyone else, especially everyone else who lives in a Red Statea population they see as hopelessly dumb and pathetically religious. And it is precisely this elitist condescensionthis smug attitude that Middle America is a land of right-wing yahoos who are so damn unenlightened that they probably dont even know where the Hamptons arethat hurts liberals and their causes way more than it helps them. Its one of the reasons John Kerry is still a senator and not the president of the United States.

I understand that Al Franken and Michael Moore may not agree with this analysis, but one can only hope that over time even they will grow and begin to see the light. Maybe Janeane Garofalo could help.

But 100 People Who Are Screwing Up America doesnt just round up the usual suspects, the big-name windbags who, through their words and deeds, we have come to know and detest. It also exposes some of the people who operate away from the limelight and behind the curtain, but still manage to pull a lot of strings and do all sorts of harm to our culture. And there are even a few pioneers on the list, people who no longer are screwing things up the way they used to in their primebut because theyre the ones who laid the groundwork for the many screwups who followed in their considerable footsteps, they also deserve notice in this book.

And in the end, you know what else this book is about? Its about that lawyer on that airplane at Newark Airport. Because, whether we like it or not, in all sorts of ways, Im afraid he got it right: It really is all f**ked up.









    

AMERICA BASHERS




WHY DO SO MANY AMERICANS who ought to know better find the United States such a terrible place?

Maybe terrible isnt exactly the right word, but its pretty close. So are corrupt and immoral and dishonorable and a whole bunch of other words just like those. America never quite seems to get it right, as far as these people are concerned. If something bad happens someplace in the world, its got to be our fault. And not just because our plans went bad, but because our motives were all wrong. Day in and day out, in their eyes, America comes up short. This country, as far as theyre concerned, is a never-ending source of embarrassment. They just dont trust America to do the right thingbecause, to them, this is a land of bottomless stupidity and eternal sin.

Whom exactly are we talking about? Unfortunately, not just drugged-out revolutionaries on the fringe, the kind of people we could simply write off as crackpots. And not mainly college kids, either, which would at least be a kind of excuse. No, the America Bashers these days are in the mainstream, in the top ranks of the nations intelligentsia and cultural eliteprofessors at some of our top schools, journalists at some of our most important news organizations, celebrities in Hollywood, and, of course, Michael Moore, the reigning king of America Bashers, who deserves a category all his own.

Moore once told a British newspaper that the United States is a country that is known for bringing sadness and misery to places around the globe. And just hours after the attacks of September 11, he posted this lovely message on his Web site: Many families have been devastated tonight, he wrote. This just is not right. They did not deserve to die. If someone did this to get back at Bush, then they did so by killing thousands of people who DID NOT VOTE for him! Boston, New York, DC, and the planes destination of Californiathese were places that voted AGAINST Bush!

Can you imagine if Rush Limbaugh had said something like this? Not even the lunatic fringe would have embraced him. But Michael Moore says something this dumb and it doesnt even register with the cultural elite as over the line, let alone flat-out disgusting. To the contraryor au contraire, as they say in France where Michael Moore is even bigger than Jerry Lewisliberals continue to celebrate him as a national treasure, as a courageous voice of sanity. When his documentary, Fahrenheit 9/11, premiered in Washington, he invited to the gala some of the citys most elite Democrats, who applauded enthusiastically throughout the movie, then, when it was over, gave him a standing ovation. Make no mistake: Michael Moore isnt the court jester. Hes not a Yippie like Abbie Hoffman in 1968. Millions of mainstream liberals who once looked up to JFK are now idolizing this guy!

And the fact that so many America Bashers are middle-aged, like Michael Moore, helps explain where theyre coming from, to use that old phrase. They are of a generationor, more precisely, they are of a part of a generationthat long ago defined itself by its skepticism about everything America is and everything America does. Most of these people came of age during Vietnam, and in some important ways, theyve never moved beyond one of the core beliefs of those days: that America is a bully, that it is an oppressor, and that standing up and saying so automatically defines you as a decent and moral personno matter how you behave in the rest of your life.

With that in mind, consider the reaction of such people to the abuses at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. Decent Americans, of course, were offended by the revelations of what went on there. But was it a horror comparable to the 1968 My Lai Massacre in Vietnam, where hundreds of unarmed men, women, children, and old people were taken out and slaughtered in cold blood by American troops?

The very question is obscene.

But not to the America Bashers, including many in the mainstream press. To them, what happened at Abu Ghraib was less a tragedy than an opportunityone more chance to reveal America as depraved and dishonorable.

Take Frank Rich and Paul Krugman, two of the most popular liberal pundits at the New York Times.

If you read Rich on Abu Ghraib, you sense his thrill at the chance to relive glory days gone by, when he and his pals were running around the Harvard campus playing at revolution. It was in November 1969, he wrote in his May 9, 2004, column, that a little-known reporter, Seymour Hersh, broke the story of the 1968 massacre at My Lai, the horrific scoop that has now found its match 35 years later in Mr. Hershs New Yorker revelation of a 53-page Army report detailing numerous instances of sadistic, blatant and wanton criminal abuse at Abu Ghraib.

If Frank Rich were as stupid as he seems to think most Americans are, such an absurd exaggeration might be understandable, if not excusable. But, much as he may lack common sense, he is not stupid. What he is (aside from snide and vicious) is deeply committed to a false vision of America and its people. Its exactly the way alienated rich kids (like Frank Rich) used to write for their college papers back in the 60s. The difference is, now they do it in the pages of the New York Times.

Or take Paul Krugman, the most ideologically left-wing columnist on the Times op-ed page, which is no small feat. On May 11, two days after the Frank Rich column, Krugman hopped on the My Lai express with this brilliant observation: Seymour Hersh is exposing My Lai all over again. For Paul Krugman, and for many of his devoted readers who eagerly embrace his warped view of America and its military, this blatant absurdity had become a simple fact. It was, after all, in the New York Times. What more does anybody need?

Theres just one problem: My Lai was one of the most egregious war crimes in American history, and Abu Ghraib didnt come closeunless you were one of those moralizing nitwits who deliberately wanted to paint America as a monster. But no matter how hard they tried to draw comparisons, there were none. Forcing Iraqi prisoners to undress and lie in a pile on top of each other is something that has to be punished, but it is not the same as shooting a baby in his mothers arms. Putting womens panties over a prisoners head is not nice, but it is not the same as machine-gunning hundreds of innocent civilians outside their straw huts.

As I say, decent Americans are embarrassed and offended by what happened at Abu Ghraib. But, as always, the America Bashers are selective in their outrage. American abuses are page-one news for weeks and weeks and weeks. The decapitation of innocent Americans by Muslim terrorists is a one-day story. Blink, and you miss it.

Sorry, but Im with Dennis Miller. After you see helpless people begging for their lives just before they get their heads cut off, Abu Ghraib looks like nothing more than a Boys Gone Wild video.

Ah, but the very sight of Muslim prisoners with dog leashes around their necks sends a lot of liberals heading straight for the Valium. But where, I wonder, is their visceral outrage, their utter disgust, when they see four burned and mutilated American civilian contractors hanging from a bridge in Fallujah, put there by blood-thirsty Islamic fanatics? Of course they dont like it. Who does, besides the fanatics? But somehow, it just doesnt get them as agitated as Abu Ghraib.

And have you noticed how these same sensitive people who fight back tears over so-called American atrocities and torture never seem to cry over the genuine atrocities and torture that are commonplace in prisons throughout the Arab world?

Have you noticed how they always seem ready with excuses for terrorists, like radical Palestinians, who blow up little children in Israeli pizza parlors? How they lecture us with moralistic drivel, like, What do you expect from people who are forced to live under such oppression?

But every American misdeed is horrifying in their eyes, a sign not just of personal bad conduct, but of nothing less than American moral decay. Its as if the America Bashers have arrived at a kind of intellectual truce with the terrorists; its as if theyve made accommodation with them. America, of course, gets no such generosity from these people. So, you will be forgiven if you think the America Bashers actually welcome news that makes our country look bad. You will be forgiven, too, if you believe it somehow invigorates them.

How, I wonder, could so many of them who should know betterincluding the ones who have had so many opportunities in Americanot understand what the lowliest peasants in the poorest countries in the world grasp with absolute clarity: that for all our problems, America is still the freest country on earth, that it is the most generous, and yes, that it is also the greatest hope for humankind, which is precisely why so many people from everywhere in the world want to live in the United States.

For the record, Im not saying the America Bashers hate America. Only they know whats inside of them. And I know that many of them will say that theyre the real patriots, because theyre the ones holding the country up to the highest standards; theyre the ones criticizing America to make it better.

On the surface, it sounds good. But its only when you listen closely that you discover what they really mean: They love some hypothetical, idealized Americaone that would redistribute wealth and outlaw gas-guzzling SUVs and celebrate every aspect of multiculturalism and tolerate every kind of thought and behavior, except, of course, conservative thought and behavior. But they dontGod forbid!love the America that we actually live in. Only a simpleton could love that America!

These are the same people, after all, who went nuts whenever Ronald Reagan called the old Soviet Union an Evil Empire but somehow could never muster the same rage over the reality of the Evil Empirea place where no one could speak freely, or worship freely, or even assemble freely, and where anyone crazy enough to disagree with the government could wind up in the gulag. But when you think about it, it makes perfect sense, because, as far as a lot of these America Bashers were concerned, the real Evil Empire under Ronald Reagan wascorrect!The United States of America.

None of this, if it needs to be said, is an argument against criticizing America when America is wrong. Im all for that. The problem is that too many America Bashers only criticize America.

So how did we get this way? James Piereson, in a piece for the Weekly Standard, has a few ideas about why so many liberals today see America through such a dark glass. He says that gradually, since the Kennedy assassination, a doctrine that he calls Punitive Liberalism has taken hold on the Left.

According to this doctrine, he writes, America had been responsible for numerous crimes and misdeeds through its history for which it deserved punishment and chastisement. White Americans had enslaved blacks and committed genocide against Native Americans. They had oppressed women and tyrannized minority groups, such as the Japanese who had been interned in camps during World War II. They had been harsh and unfeeling toward the poor. By our greed, we had despoiled the environment and were consuming a disproportionate share of the worlds wealth and resources. We had coddled dictators abroad and violated human rights out of our irrational fear of communism.

Given this bill of indictment, the Punitive Liberals held that Americans had no right at all to feel pride in their countrys history or optimism about its future. The Punitive Liberals felt that the purpose of national policy was to punish the nation for its crimes rather than to build a stronger America and a brighter future for all.

Most of us dont think we should be punished for the sins of past generations. We try to make things right, as best we can, and move ahead. Most Americans are decent and optimistic about the future. The Punitive Liberals, on the other hand, are mired in the dark past. This is whydespite the fact that the United States has helped to free millions and millions of people who once lived in tyranny, despite the fact that we have spent billions to help poor people all over the worldthe Punitive Liberals will never be satisfied. They will never trust their own country. They will always see America as corrupt and immoral and dishonorable. No matter how much we Americans do today, it will never be enough to make up for the past, as far as the Punitive Liberals are concerned.

Because for them, it is always yesterday.







    

HOLLYWOOD BLOWHARDS




THERE WAS A JOKE GOING AROUND Hollywood a few years ago, which really made them howl.

Whats the difference between George Bush and Hitler?

Hitler was elected.

I dont know just who came up with that one, but most of the wisdom on the state of the nation that emerges from worldwide headquarters of narcissism and lame-brained moral satisfaction is not at all anonymous. In fact, based on their eagerness to share their views with the rest of us, the evidence seems overwhelming that Hollywood stars actually believe their thoughts are original, insightful, cutting-edge political commentary.

A few examples, randomly selected from several billion possibilities:



Republican comes in the dictionary just after reptile and just above repugnant.

POLITICAL SCIENTIST JULIA ROBERTS



Bush is a f * *king idiot.

HISTORIAN JENNIFER ANISTON



Bush is as bright as an egg timer.

CONSTITUTIONAL SCHOLAR CHEVY CHASE



Bush is a cheap thug.

POLITICAL COMMENTATOR JOHN MELLENCAMP



So much for brilliant observations from people you normally read about at the supermarket checkout counter. How about a few Hollywood truisms: Bush is Hitler. Conservatives love war. Republicans are racists. Columbus was a bigot. Ashcroft is a fascist. Women are oppressed. Gays are oppressed. Blacks are oppressed. Liberals are compassionate. Ordinary Americans are idiots.

Oh, and my favorite: Liberals are not judgmental.

The simple fact is, theres more diversity inside the Taliban than there is inside the 90210 zip code. In Beverly Hills, comparing George Bush to Hitler isnt seen as outrageous; its just a reasonable, civilized observation of the way things are.

Hollywood is a society of liberal bigots, is the way L.A. journalist Jan Golab put it in a piece for FrontPage Magazine.  Stupid is their N-word, like coon or jungle bunny. They walk into a party or restaurant and say stupid Bush. Somebody responds stupid cowboy or drunken frat-boy, and they know they are among Klansmen. If conservatives are offendedgoodthey want to drive them away. They dont want them around. They surround themselves only with fellow Progressives, lefties who hate Bush. Conservatives are people of a lesser mind who dont count.

So, why does it matter?

Because theyre annoying, thats why it matters; because they never cease inflicting their inanity on the rest of us. If they would only keep their (pretty, often surgically enhanced) mouths shut, wed be happy to let them make their millions playing make-believe and screwing up their lives with their various excesses (drugs, sex, insecurity) and deficiencies (self-control, maturity, brains). But in this celebrity-obsessed culture, their problem becomes our problem. Because, unlike drunks in a bar, celebritieseven certified-moron celebritiesare given a very big megaphone. Theyre inescapable. There you are, enjoying a pleasant evening, and suddenly one of them appears on the tube, spouting the usual idiocy in that smug, self-assured, ignorant Hollywood way, and the next thing you know youre reaching for the Pepto-Bismol.

Oh yeah, one more Hollywood truism: Liberals are censored. Theyre not allowed to get their message out. This one is said mostly in front of television cameras with millions of people watching.







    

TV SCHLOCKMEISTERS




I LOVED LUCY.

Ill never forget, sitting at home as a kid and watching one of the funniest episodes of her showever. It was the one where Lucy was trying to meet John Wayne after Ricky had repeatedly warned her not to get anywhere near the guyso, as usual, Ricky was fuming. But now Lucy was trying to get back in good with him. I can still picture it: They were sitting on the couch in their little living room when Lucy smiled and said, Ricky, youre going to get laid tonight.

That was a good one.

Then there was the episode on the old Andy Griffith Show where Aunt Bea went into town with little Opie to buy some blueberries to make a pie for the county fair, and while they were away, Andy took off his sheriff s badgeand his pantsand commenced humping his girlfriend Helen Crump beneath the covers.

I liked that one a lot, too.

Okay, admit it. Its impossible even to imagine anything like that really happening on television in the old days. And if anything like that, somehow, had gotten on the air, the uproar would have registered at least a fifteen on the ten-point cultural Richter scale. And it wouldnt just have been the prudes and bluenoses who would have been up in arms.

But turn on your television set today, to a prime-time sitcom called Two and a Half Men on CBS, the Tiffany Network, and you can hear a female character tell a guy, Youre going to get laid tonight.

Or turn on another CBS prime-time program, a reality show called Big Brother, and you can watch, as TV Guide put it, as house-guests humped beneath the covers.

Or turn on Will & Grace, a huge prime-time hit for NBC.

One episode was about a sexpot named Tina, who tells Will how unhappy she is because she suspects that his philandering father, George, who is separated from Wills mother, is cheating on her.

Every time we try to make love, hes tired, she complains. And Im sexual. I need it. I mean, I really, really need it. (Remember, this is his father shes talking about.) Then she tells Will that shes only talking to him because I have no one else to go to; Id go to my girlfriends but Ive slept with all their husbands.

Is Will shocked by this kind of talk? Get real. And when Will does some digging and tells her that its true, that his dad is, in fact, cheating on her, Tina-the-sexpot whines, When am I ever gonna find a married man whos faithful to me? Seconds later, she regains her composure and says, I hope he gets an STD from that whore. Oh yeah, that whorethe woman Wills dad is secretly having sex withis none other than Wills mother. Thats right: Wills dad is cheating on his mistress by secretly having sex with his estranged wife.

But wait, theres more. It turns out that Wills mother actually likes the fact that both she and Tina are having sex with Wills father, pretty much at the same time. Why? Because as this middle-aged, but oh-so-with-it woman charmingly puts it, Cheating is fun.

How does it end? The two women work things outbehind Wills back. The ex-wife tells the mistress, Ill take George Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Tina jumps in with, And Ill keep him on the weekends. Well give him Tuesdays and Thursdays to rest.

And its even more exciting, says Mom, now that were lying to Will.

Just so you know, in the world of network sitcomscompared to all the other drek thats onthis is considered quality, smart, fairly highbrow stuff! And its no coincidence that so many in what they like to call the creative communityso many who see themselves as sophisticated and progressiveperceive Will & Grace not just as a funny sitcom, but also as a force for what they regard as a social good. Part of that, obviously, is because of its message on gays; but alsoas the show about Wills mother and his fathers mistress makes clearbecause, in general, the shows values are so consistently hip and modern. The attitude is: anyone who is offended by these values is, by definition, a square.

This is the same thinking that leads so many so-called progressives to look down with contempt on some of the most popular shows from televisions past. Its why these sophisticates sneer at what they see as the idealized world of those old TV shows. And to people like that, nothing says bad old days more than The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, a show that pretty much has become code for the kind of empty, complacent, boring, white-bread 50s kind of TV thatin the view of those progressive and sophisticated Americans anywaywe thankfully have left behind.

And its true that things were simple on Ozzie and Harriet. No divorces. No mistresses. No single mothers. No babies born out of wedlock. No drugs. No racial trouble at school. No racial anything, for that matter. No sadness. The parents never even argued. In fact, I used to wonder why in the world they called the show The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet? What adventures?

But lets be honest here: a lot of these people detest Ozzie and Harriet less for what wasnt there than for what was. They hate everything about Ozzie and Harriets phony old-fashioned values, which werent nearly progressive enough to please so many on the Left today. They hate the fact that Harriet was a stay-at-home mom; that she wanted to be in the house when her kids came home from school; that her kids didnt give her or Ozzie any smart-ass back talk; that they lived in a mind-numbing suburb; that they all found time to sit down and have dinner together; and that Ozzie was probably a damn Republican.

For the record, Id be the first to agree that Ozzie and Harriet, and a few other shows of the day, were a tad lame at times. We should be able to deal honestly, and even irreverently, with subjects that once were off limitslike race and sex. Some of those old standards were so rigid they were suffocating. They needed to be loosened.

The good news is that over the years, they have been, and in some important and positive ways. But heres the bad news: while, reflecting the real world outside, TV was becoming less suffocating and less rigid, it was also becoming less decent, just like the real world. And because the standards came down just a little bit at a time, because the changes happened so slowly over so many years a little more smut here, a little more contempt for the social niceties therebefore you knew it, we were tolerating what used to be intolerable. We became conditioned to not only accept what used to be unacceptable, but to not even notice it. As any good cultural elitist will tell you, nobody but prudes and reactionaries is shocked by any of it these days. And the truth is, most of us just yawn.

Thats why it might help to imagine if the slide into the muck had happened not slowly but overnight. Imagine that you were in the 50s or early 60s, watching Lucy and Ethel trying to keep up with the chocolates on the conveyor belt, or Wally and the Beaver hacking around with Eddie Haskell. Then a meteor crashes through the roof of your house, hits you on the head, and you go into a coma until today. Suddenly youre hearing that cheating is fun on Will & Grace and youre watching Madonna and Britney Spears stick their tongues down each others throats on one prime-time music awards show and hearing Bono say, This is really, really f**king brilliant on another. Youd think you had woken up not just in a different country but on a different planet.

The fact is, these days almost anything goes on TV. And on some shows, the cruder and more contemptuous of old-fashioned morality, the better. On an episode of CBS Two and a Half Men, for instance, when Charlie, the shows hard-partying bachelor (played by Charlie Sheen) gets together with an old girlfriend, he discovers that she is now a hea man who (and this is where it supposedly gets even funnier) is soon having sex with Charlies middle-aged mom. Charlie dilemma: whether to tell his mother that Bill used to be Jill. But after he does, Mom decides to keep seeing Bill anyway. After all, she says, He knows what I like in bed. To which her exasperated son replies, He knows what I like in bed.

Take away the glitzy production values and the star power of some of the actors and what youve got, smack in the middle of prime time, are shows thatboth in content and valuesare not that different from what most of us think of as TVs lowest life-form, the Jerry Springer Show.

So, whats next?

Well, will we really be surprised, say, in a year or two, to turn on the TV and hear a female character on a mainstream, prime-time network show tell some guy not merely Youre going to get laid tonight, but Im going to give you a blow job tonight? And instead of couples just humping beneath the covers as they do now, maybe theyll hump right out there in the open.

If youre even vaguely tempted to say, Come on, thats crazy; thats way over the line; theyd never go that farremember that just a few years ago you would never have thought theyd go as far as they actually have!

And if youre also tempted to say, Hey, Will & Grace and Two and a Half Men are sitcoms, lighten up, whats the big deal?then what do you say about a show called The OC, on Fox in prime time, about the lives of high school kids and their parents in ritzy Orange County, California? One story line has a boy named Luke having sex with his ex-girlfriends mother after the mom just broke up with a buddy of Lukes grandfather. And what do you say about Fear Factor, the reality show where people hungry for their fifteen minutes of fame eat reindeer testicles and wash them down with fly and maggot shakes and do other stomach-turning things in order to amuse us? You think that stuff doesnt cheapen our culture?

Of course, there are those who will tell you with a straight face that crap on TV has no impact on society. As one liberal friend of mine puts it: Whats the big deal? If you dont like whats on, change the f**king channel.

And there it is, in all its charm and elegance, the liberal mantra: Whats the big deal? If you dont like whats on, change the f**king channel.

Well, sure, go ahead and change the channel. But thats not going to make the problem go away. And just what is the big deal?

Just having to ask the question shows how far gone we are. For years now, weve understood that you truly are what you eat, that your diet has everything to do with your physical and even emotional health. Why then is it so hard to understand that inevitably you are also what you hear and see? I mean the same people who worry endlessly about the cleanliness of the environmentas they shouldseem to have zero concern about the trashy environment promoted by TV.

A lot of cultural elites dont seem to noticeor dont seem to carebut in important ways, things have gone badly adrift in this country. Were less civil toward one another than we used to be just like the characters on TV. We curse more and are more selfish, and cheat morejust like the characters on TV. No, of course thats not all
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