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			Book Presentation: The Assault on Reason by Al Gore

			Book Abstract

			The Assault on Reason is an analysis of how the politics of fear, secrecy, cronyism, and blind faith have combined with the degradation of the public sphere to create an environment dangerously hostile to reason. In this book, former Vice President Al Gore explains how the public sphere itself has evolved into a place hospitable to reason’s enemies. His goal is to make people more aware of the forces at work on their own minds and to lead all to an understanding of what can be done, individually and collectively, to restore the rule of reason and safeguard America’s future. Drawing on a life’s work in politics as well as on the work of experts across a broad range of disciplines, Gore offers a manifesto for clear thinking.

			About the Author

			Al Gore has served in Congress, the Senate, and as Vice-President of the United States. In 2000, he lost the closest election in America history when he won the popular vote over George W. Bush, but fell short in the all-important Electoral College. Since leaving office, Gore has called attention to the issue of Global Warming, winning an Academy Award for his documentary An Inconvenient Truth, and penning the bestseller of the same name.

		


		
			Summary of The Assault on Reason (Al Gore)

			Introduction

			Shortly before George W. Bush took the United States to war against Iraq, America’s longest-serving senator, Robert Byrd of West Virginia, stood alone on the Senate floor and admonished his colleagues for failing to seriously debate the pros and cons of going to war. Today, many Americans wonder what has happened to our country.

			We cannot blame President Bush alone for the impoverished state of America’s political discourse. Rather, our entire political and cultural environment, the market place of ideas, if you will, appears to be more superficial and less reasoned than in prior times. For example, regular media frenzies focusing on celebrities like Brittany Spears, O.J. Simpson, and the late Anna Nicole Smith seem to reflect the fact that entertainment is being conflated with the news.

			While millions of Americans have been glued to the tube, following celebrity affairs and the like, our nation has been making a series of catastrophic mistakes regarding war and peace, global climate change, and the future of our democracy. America’s Founders believed fervently that a well-informed citizenry was a prerequisite for self-government, but current trends in the media and popular culture seem to be taking us away from the ideal of a politically engaged electorate.

			The Founders placed great stock in the medium of print and the free press. Reading, of course, is an interactive and cognitively challenging process. Being exposed to books, newspapers, and political documents allows one to become part of the larger cultural and political dialogue. With the advent of TV – a far more passive medium that now dominates the marketplace of ideas – readership is on the decline. Undoubtedly, the rise of television and the decline of reading go a long way towards explaining the flight of reason from the public square.

			Television, needless to say, has had a dramatic impact on how Americans live their lives- the average American watches about four and a half hours of television a day. It has also had a dramatic influence on American politics, completely transforming the way politicians and citizens interact. After all, today’s politicians invest in image-based advertising in order to sway as many voters as possible. Indeed, “the inherent value or validity of political propositions put forward by candidates for office is now largely irrelevant.”

			The concentration of ownership of mass media outlets has led to “the refeudalization of the public sphere.” This means that wealth and power are intertwined, but the masses are kept in the dark and denied a meaningful role in public affairs. The feudal period existed before the onset of the printing press. Once books became widely available, ordinary people, not just political and religious elites, could begin to share knowledge. This new information environment inevitably changed the way power was distributed. Television, however, is inherently a one-way medium; viewers receive, but they cannot send.

			Television has replaced reading as the dominant source of information for most Americans. This has led to a diminished place for reason in the public sphere. Not surprisingly, as reason lost its privileged place, superstition, ideology, deception, secrecy, and intolerance have crept to fore. As a result, raw power and institutionalized corruption have displaced reason when it comes to determining vital national security issues. To restore the health and proper functioning of our democracy, we must re-introduce reason to its proper place at the heart of deliberative democracy.

			The Politics of Fear

			“Fear is the most powerful enemy of reason.” Fear, of course, is an inevitable part of life, but our Founders recognized that under the right conditions, fear could tempt citizens to surrender their freedom to a demagogue who promised them security in return.

			America has faced existential challenges before, but it seems America today is far more prey to the politics of fear than in times past. The prominence of fear hampers our nation’s ability to evaluate threats and meet challenges effectively. For instance, the Bush administration helped foster the erroneous impression that Saddam Hussein was involved in the September 11th attacks. In fact, prior to the Iraq War, three out of four Americans believed the hijackers were Iraqis acting on Saddam’s orders.

			The evidence clearly indicates that Saddam had nothing to do with 9/11, but the Bush administration was determined to invade Iraq from the first day it took office. Thus, it found it useful to conflate Saddam with al-Qaeda. This included peddling forged documents, cherry picking intelligence, and using rhetorical sleights-of-hand. In short, the Bush administration engaged in fearmongering to manipulate the political process.

			Social science teaches that there are three basic techniques associated with fearmongering:

			
					Repetition.

					Making the irregular seem regular.

					Misdirection.

			

			The Bush Administration has used these techniques adeptly:

			
					Continually hyping the same threats over and over.

					Making wartime seem normal.

					Conflating Saddam with al-Qaeda.

			

			September 11th was a traumatic event for all of us, but shortly after the attacks, the president began to exploit the public’s fear of terrorism to create a political case for invading Iraq (a country that had nothing to do with 9/11). Top officials in the Bush administration raised the specter that Saddam had forged an alliance with al-Qaeda, suggesting that if Iraq passed its WMD to al-Qaeda, we could see “a mushroom cloud over an American city.” The president, however, did not present credible evidence for this alleged threat, nor did he encourage a full and thorough debate regarding the wisdom of invading Iraq. Had we taken the time to weigh the pros and cons of going to war, we might have avoided many of the tragic mistakes we have made there. Instead, the president played the fear card, which effectively bypassed our normal deliberative processes, and rushed the country into a disastrous war.

			In seems that the timing of the war was meant to bolster Republican chances in the 2002 midterm elections. By inciting fear, and claiming Democrats would coddle terrorists, the administration distracted voters from other issues and short-circuited the public’s reasoning capacity.

			Blinding the Faithful

			The United States replaced the divine right of kings with the divine rights of the individual. That is, America’s Founders rejected the notion that a ruler had a divine right to exercise power over others. Instead, the Founders believed that individuals were endowed with inalienable rights by their Creator and that political sovereignty was derived from the people.

			The Founders believed that our government should not favor one religion or sect over another. Further, they believed that no official should claim to govern by divine right. As John Adams wrote, “We are a nation of laws and not men.” This separation of church and state is intended to avoid concentrations of power where faith or fear could replace or overwhelm reason.

			The way our system of government is divided – three co-equal branches of government (the executive, the legislative, the judiciary) along with a well-informed citizenry – is intended to function as an error-correcting mechanism. This “immune system” of American democracy, if you will, allows our nation as a whole to examine evidence and then reason our way to the best course of action available. No one official can claim the right to exercise all these capacities, but that is exactly what George W. Bush has done in so far as he has claimed the right to ignore statutes enacted by Congress (such as the FISA statute, which the president ignored when he ordered warrantless wiretaps).

			Bush has portrayed his policies, particularly the war on terror, as a spiritual conflict between good an evil. This does not accord with true Christian doctrine, however, so much as it is a heresy known as Manichaeism, which reduces all of reality into an eternal conflict between absolute good and absolute evil. In anxious times, of course, a leader that offers a simplified narrative, exudes certainty, and claims divine guidance is more attractive to a fearful public than someone who has a more complex worldview.

			President Bush is very smart and his religious faith is genuine, but his self-certitude, incuriosity, and tendency to ignore facts have put this country at risk. “The president’s frequent departures from fact-based analysis have much more to do with his right-wing ideology than with the Bible.”

			President Bush is out of touch with reality. He has recklessly disregarded the warnings of experts, he forbids dissent, and he does not feel a sense of urgency about gathering facts and evidence before making crucial decisions. Indeed, the Bush administration often manipulates facts to comport with its reactionary agenda. In short, the Bush administration lacks the fundamentals of a rational decision-making process, where good facts and solid evidence drive decisions.

			The Politics of Wealth

			Liberty depends on economic and political freedom. However, when great concentrations of wealth can be exchanged for power, democracy can be corrupted. The Founders, for instance, were greatly influenced by the Roman historian Plutarch, who argued that the “imbalance between rich and poor is the oldest and most fatal ailment of all Republics.”

			The Founders were children of the Enlightenment; they believed the marketplace of ideas should be ruled by reason. That is, ideas and policies should be debated vigorously and rise or fall on their merits. In this way, the power of good ideas would displace the power of wealth (which all too often aimed at self-interest rather than the common good).

			When wealth filters access to the marketplace of ideas, as the high cost of television advertising does, it is bound to distort the electoral process. After all, the candidate who can amass the most money can dominate the airwaves, thus exercising a disproportionate influence on political discourse. In such a system, the communication between national candidates and citizens ends up becoming a one-way affair as office-seekers bombard voters with expensive 30 second ads paid for by wealthy donors and special interest groups (who no doubt expect something in return for their investment).

			Today, we are facing a danger where the “consent of the governed could become a commodity.” To an extent, this is what happened with the war in Iraq as the decisions regarding war and peace were made by a “specialized governing class” and then sold to the American people with propaganda.

			Convenient Untruths

			Experience shows that centralized decision-making systems are prone to error because they inhibit the free flow of information. “Distributed intelligence,” where decision-making is more evenly distributed throughout a system, is the key factor in explaining why democracies are more adaptable and successful than a governmental system run by a dictator or king. There is no better example of a massively parallel information processing political system than the one spelled out in the U.S. Constitution.

			The Bush administration, unfortunately, has turned the Founders’ wisdom on its head, consolidating power for itself, operating
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