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AmericanP E R S P E C T I V E S

A Birthday Wish for our Country
Less Fear and Loathing, More Truth and Fairness
Ricka McNaughton

Despite America's tendency to misap-
ply it, a sense of entitlement to free-
dom and happiness is not a bad

founding principle for a country. Just look at
all the people who came here to get in on
the deal. But as a result, we have that messy,
never-ending business of working out
whose happiness matters most. Mine, or my
neighbor's? America's, or the rest of the
world's?   The other week, while on a com-
mercial flight waiting to depart from a D.C.
airport, I had some drifty thoughts on pre-
sent-day drivers of conflict, fear and loathing
in America.

Inside the plane, we passengers had our
carry-ons properly stowed and our straps
obediently buckled. We were as confident
as we were ever going to be in our knowl-
edge of emergency exits and flotation de-
vices. Minus headphones, I drowsily
watched a talking-head TV show on the seat-
back monitor. You could tell even without
the sound that the tone of the discussion
had turned to gratuitous bashing. Time
passed. Computers and cell phones re-
mained turned off. And these days, when
people are denied the operation of their fa-
vorite electronic devices, the minutes pass
more slowly than actual earth time. There
should be a special mathematical conversion
for this, like we have for dog years.  

Finally, a tense, disembodied voice ex-
plained that that owing to weather, we'd be
on the tarmac longer than expected. ªAl-
though,º the voice commanded, ªduring this
time, you are NOT free to get up. You are
NOT free to be in the aisle at all. It's not
even SAFE for the crew to be out of their
seats.º Not safe?  

We were sitting as solidly on the ground
as a national monument, and takeoff did not

appear imminent. The man sitting next to
me said, ªIt's just for security, you know.
We're too near the White House here. It's
standard.º  It seemed an oblique way for the
airline to keep us sardined in our seats.
Why wouldn't they just call it what it wasÐ
a security protocol?

Did they think we'd be taken aback after
just having our underwear X-rayed back in
the airport while we were still wearing it?   

No matter. I'm relieved I no longer have
to make sense of daily reports of yellow, or-
ange and red-level terrorist threats. I had a
shiver of gratitude for those who carry on,
unseen by me, a constant vigilance against
those who would take us down for the
crime of being ordinary Americans.    

As I drifted back to the gratuitous snarl-
fest on the monitor, I had a connect-the-dots
moment. We are a country still binding its 9-
11 wounds. We continue sending American
lives into wars against terrorism.  And as we
look for ways to convince our enemies not
to hate us and try to restore some degree of
moral authority on the global stage, we've
taken to putting the most vile, aggressive
sides of our national character on display in
the media.  

Trash talking has become our national
sport. We have reality TV and shock-jocks
and national cable fight clubs that pass for
news analysis. Respected daily newspapers,
too, now publish the crudest sorts of reader-
submitted comments on their websites in
connection with news stories. I'm speaking
of remarks that are little more than ham-
fisted insults. The writers have a puzzlingly
free rein to attack whomever they wish
without cause or substantiation. In a free
state, aren't truth and fairness in journalism
two of the media's primary obligations to its

audience?  The comment posters claim an
inalienable right to malign the subjects of
news articles and browbeat people who
post contrary stances. But by effectively
alienating others from venturing a say, they
are using the right of free expression to sab-
otage its very practice. That's what personal
blogs are for. The newsfolks should stick to
fostering inclusive, responsible freedom of
expression online.   

Everybody needs a venue in which they
can butt heads, figuratively, and bleed right-
eous indignation in a bloodless way. But for

all their exhilarating advances as informa-
tion and opinion-sharing tools, electronic
media have also given us something sinister.
They are the most hyper-efficient system for
the harvesting and distribution of hate we've
ever had. It just seems an inconvenient time
for that.     

Ricka McNaughton, of Plainfield, wound up
spending years writing about financial reg-
ulation for consumers, the financial indus-
try and other audiences. It was time for a
change of subject.

When I travel, whether I like it or
not, I represent Vermont and the
United States. It can be difficult

because of all the preconceptions; I get
ªsniffedº by people: ªAh, an American!º But
I can' t bring myself to do what many other
Americans do in Europe: tell them I' m from
Canada. The closest I come is, ªWell, yes,
Vermont, actually . . . it's more like Canada.º

I remember a long conversation with a Eu-
ropean Union foreign-policy advisor in Brus-
sels. We both agreed that the Bush regime had
overextended America's bounty both at home
and abroad and lost almost all her credibility in
the process. But we also agreed that the
United States is still, at present, the only true
superpower, though he noted that the Rus-
sians were looking for the clearest opportu-
nity to assert themselves (ironically, the Cau-
casus War broke out a few days later) and that
the Germans were showing signs, economi-
cally at least, of looking at how and to what de-
gree to align themselves with the Russians,
which for him was an intimidating thought.

He told me he tried to push for more of an
open political break with U.S. policies in

Iraq and Afghanistan, but that his superi-
orsÐthough privately severely disappointed
with usÐinisted the European Union must
maintain a good face toward America.

I know there was a global rush of enthusi-
asm and goodwill when Obama was elected.
I recall a cynical Russian friend even sat up
and wondered, ªWow, that's possible in
America, that a man who only so many
decades earlier wouldn't have been allowed
to vote is now president.º Sadly, though,
most of the time his name comes up in con-
versation with Europeans these days, most
are disappointed by the continued war in
Afghanistan and think he must have been
corrupted. More than one person has told
me they'll only believe Obama's call for a
new international dialogue was genuine if he
is assassinated. I tell them I think that's
pretty grim.

All I know is when I contracted bronchitis
while in Belgium, my health-care experience
there could never compare to here. I saw a
doctor within half an hour. He prescribed
antibiotics, an inhaler and some kind of
holistic pill to take after the antibiotics had

stopped the worst of it.  All of this came to
17 EurosÐaround $25 American dollars at
the time. As a bonus, he was a huge Frank
Zappa fan, so we had much humor and
music in our conversation.

I have a friend in town here who's origi-
nally from Prague. He brought his wife and
children to the ªland of opportunityº maybe
two decades ago. Now he tells me growing
up under communism was in many ways eas-
ier to navigate than the environment here:
our indefatigable (though we're all fatigued)
work ethic. As he carried his burden of spiral-
bound notebooks to his carÐtaking his work
home with him even after a 10- hour dayÐhe
said with genuine concern, ªYou know, if fas-
cism ever wanted to take root here, it really
could. In fact, it's already here.º

European friends gasp when I tell them,
for example, most people here don't get any
vacation time and that the concept of gen-
uine relaxation and inner solitude is unaf-
fordable to most. ªIs this why America
makes and appreciates no art any longer? We
work hard but we know when to hit the
bricks,º one Croatian man said to me.

One final contrast: My brother lives in
Sweden, where he earned a PhD in anthro-
pology at no cost to him. He is married and
he and his wife had their first child two years
ago. They each received separately six
months off from work at two-thirds pay to
raise their child. The tradeoff people used to
think must be their higher taxes, but that's
irrelevant: He pays only a few percent more
than an average American.  

It's about quality and enjoyment of life. If
our hallowed work ethic takes precedence
over truly caring for one another, our fami-
lies, connections with real art, nature, it may
be one reason our empire will crumbleÐas
they all do eventually anyway. When I'm trav-
eling, I'm proud to tell people I'm from Ver-
mont because I know many great people here
who have found a better balance of the work
ethic and the actual enjoyment of life than in
other parts of the country I've lived in.

Still, I always think we could do better,
much better. And sometimes I imagine
Obama out there, smoking on the Lincoln
balcony at night, saying to himself, ªI tried. It
can't be fixed from inside! It just can't!º
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