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INTRODUCTION
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Ralph Nader’s book, Crashing the Party: Taking on the Corporate Government in an Age of Surrender, is a collection of sound bites and unsupported accusations. Reading it will do nothing to change the minds of people who do not already agree with Nader. He seems to have no desire to inform or persuade.
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What I find most striking is that Nader seems to have no interest in the problems of African-Americans. Rarely does he say anything about them, and the solutions that he offers are sketchy at best. On page 56 of Crashing the Party, for example, Nader says there are solutions to the problems of “inner-city schools” but fails to say what they are or where one can look them up. Does he not realize that some people might find that kind of information useful? Is it really too much to ask that he should spend a few pages analyzing such an important issue? Obviously, Nader just doesn’t care about the subject.

The famous journalist Malcolm Gladwell wrote a nonfiction book a few years ago called David and Goliath: Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants. On page 285, he admits that on the average, blacks in law school tend to get far worse grades than whites and Asians. Do you have a theory, Mr. Nader, about why that is, and what can be done about it? Nader doesn’t say a word about that. Back in 2000, a black college professor named John McWhorter wrote a book called Losing the Race in which he spends the first one hundred pages talking about the fact that black college students, on the average, get far worse grades than whites and Asians. McWhorter says the problem is that black college students just refuse to study much. Does Nader have a plan to deal with that? Once again, Nader says nothing.

Years ago, because so many students were graduating from high school with inadequate reading and math skills, some states began requiring that students pass a proficiency test before they could graduate from high school. Liberals, who seem to have an allergy to tests, often criticized these requirements. On pages 115 and 116, Nader criticizes the proficiency tests in the Boston public schools, calling them “narrow-scoped and misleading yardsticks.” He does not explain what he means by that. He gives no examples of unfair or silly test questions. He does not say what should be done instead to make sure everybody who gets a high school diploma can read and write on at least the ninth grade level. Is he really unable to see that that is the crucial question that he must answer?

On page 202, Nader says American schools should teach “critical thinking” instead of memorization. That sounds nice, but how do you do it? He fails to say. One also wonders if there are any schools in the world that are doing a good job, by his standards. He mentions none, and if there are none, one has to suspect that is because his standards are unrealistic. If he wanted to talk seriously about how we can improve our schools, he ought to describe schools he likes in detail and show that it would not be prohibitively expensive to make every public school in the United States that good. Surely there are plenty of enthusiastic liberal educators in the world who love children and love educating them, so why does Nader fail to mention any schools that are praiseworthy? Any realistic person knows that if you want to persuade people to change their policies, pointing to examples of success is a much better tactic that endlessly kvetching about the status quo.

The most likely explanation is that Nader can’t tell us the names of any schools that he likes, because he has never cared enough about the subject to look into it.

And what is so bad about memorization? Why does Nader criticize it? To do a white-collar job of any kind, one must be able to memorize information. If you are a doctor and some guy walks into the emergency room and falls to the floor, clutching his chest, you have to have memorized what to do about a heart attack so you can take action immediately. You can’t just go over to a reference book and look it up while the patient lies there dying. Doesn’t Nader know that? And a trial lawyer needs to memorize the rules of evidence, so he can immediately object if the opposing attorney tries to do something illegal. Doesn’t Nader know that? When I was in college, taking the introductory biochemistry class, my fellow students and I were required to memorize the structures of the twenty most common amino acids. The professional biochemists think that is something a professional biochemist needs to know. What makes Nader think the professional biochemists are wrong about that?

And then there is history. Doesn’t Nader think well-educated people should memorize some facts about history? Doesn’t he think a well-educated American should know what the First Amendment is? Shouldn’t a well-educated American know that in 1860, Abe Lincoln was merely advocating that slavery be kept out of the territories, not that it be abolished throughout the country? Shouldn’t a well-educated American know that the Southerners thought that that minor restriction on slavery was intolerable? Shouldn’t a well-educated American know that the Southerners knew perfectly well that they were outnumbered and out-gunned by the North, but thought the Northerners were a bunch of greedy cowards who would give up after losing just a few battles?

But if Nader thinks history is irrelevant, he should come right out and say it.

But Nader scarcely says anything about education before changing the subject. Does he not think education is important enough to deserve a few pages of serious discussion?

On pages 88 and 89, Nader complains about payday loan stores, which give small loans at very high interest rates to people with bad credit and people who need money fast and who do not have time for the usual borrowing process. Of course, Nader is right to say that it is sad to see so many people wasting their money this way. So what is his answer? Something called “community development credit unions.” Why would they be able to give cheaper loans to people with bad credit and people who need money fast? After all, such people frequently fail to repay their loans on time. (I know this because a friend of mine used to work for a payday loan company.) Nader fails to answer that question. What does he want the government to do to encourage community development credit unions? He does not answer that question either. Why do he and other wealthy liberals not start a payday loan company, offer cheaper loans than the competition, and use the profits to finance their political projects? Once again, his response is silence. Why does Nader have such abysmal critical thinking skills? Why does he never think of the obvious questions?

On page 102, Nader complains that today, despite years of environmental awareness, lead and asbestos are still causing health problems for people in America’s slums. He presents no evidence to support this claim and does not say where one can look up any such evidence. Once again, he expects us to take what he says on faith. Is he really unable to see how pointless it is for him to make such claims without supporting evidence?

On pages 153 and 154, Nader says toxic waste in the soil is causing a high rate of cancer among the residents of the William Meade Housing Project in Los Angeles. He does not say what evidence makes him believe this, nor how high the rate of cancer is.

On pages 166 and 167, Nader complains that Ward
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