
ODDLY ENOUGH 

 

Citizenship Education 101 
 The class will now come to order.  Backs straight, pencils sharp, listen up. 
 
Some of you have forgotten a most important lesson – Eight Rules of Citizenship -- so today’s lecture will review it.  
Pay attention, because there will be a test. 
 
The world is divided into two groups:  Those Who Run Everything and Those Who Let Them.  Whether and how 
you acknowledge this fact generally determines your wellbeing.  Are you a Leader or among The Led?  Statistically 
speaking, the odds favor the latter answer; it is for you that this course was developed. 
 
Rule One. Question the Underlying World View. 
Sure, you read a daily paper.  Perhaps you cruise the Internet, subscribe to (and occasionally even read) a few 
magazines, listen to television and radio commentators.  By regularly donating your brain to media experimentation, 
you are considered well informed.  But how careful is your analysis of data?  Does the author of that article have an 
angle?  Who underwrote the study, contributed to the campaign, or funded the talk show?  Do you even wonder?  
Select your sources for diversity; opinion variety is the next best thing to objectivity, which doesn’t, in practice, 
exist. 
 
Rule Two.  Know Where Your Tax Dollars Go. 
In good times or bad, it is fashionable to the point of tedium to despise taxes.  The ticket price to civilization, taxes 
will always lose a popularity contest.  In addition to the fact that we tend to operate more from self-interest than 
from altruism, taxes are also all about money, and money involves math.  Most Americans appear to avoid math as 
though it were a communicable disease.  For these poor souls, two words:  grow up.  Each and every one of us 
ought to know how much we pay, to which taxing authorities, and how these dollars are spent.  Complainants who 
whine about taxes and government spending without ever having seen an agency spreadsheet or having served on a 
budget committee deserve a demerit. 
 
Rule Three.  Ignore Bumper Sticker Politics. 
Slogans and sound bytes and spin:  oh my! 
 
It is said that the average American is bombarded by 2,200 messages a day.  Madison Avenue wants you to pay 
attention by cutting through the clutter of other messages and retaining only those that their clients pay to send you.  
You, on the other hand, naturally try to filter and sort, or even shut it all out.  Bottom line:  the most compelling 
information with any substance to it usually wilts under its own weight, while light, pithy headlines and gimmicks 
worm their way into your soul.  Breaking through the traffic is the aim of all appellants  -- beware!  None of us is 
immune, even from truly insipid messaging.  Paying attention to meaningful content takes deliberate practice. 
 
Rule Four.  Don’t Take Anything on Faith. 
Read, read, read.  Demand the facts.  Research leading issues, feed your curiosity, focus more on asking good 
questions than on forming strong opinions.  We are all too busy, a little self-indulgent, and suffer from weekenders’ 
laziness.  At least, that’s what Leaders hope to be true of The Led. 
 
Rule Five. Do Not Compartmentalize. 
Putting too much distance between actions and impacts hurts real people.  A compassionate citizenry keeps close its 
helpless and hopeless, yet Americans have become increasingly notorious for intellectually stepping over the 
metaphorical (if not literal) bodies on the sidewalk in political discourse.  A case in point:  most U.S. states have 
struggled to provide humanitarian services to the poor over the past 24 months of recession and revenue shrinkage.  
How have the Rambunctious Right responded?  By infecting public discourse with inane slogans to “tighten our 
belts” and to run government as a business or family might.  And too many of us have nodded our heads in 
agreement, refusing to understand that one man’s tightened belt is another’s early death.  (Don’t look for a slogan 



depicting that outcome.)  As you read, read, read, charge your jaundiced eye with the task of shielding you from 
cynicism, manipulation, and heart-hardening distance. 
 
Rule Six.  Do Not “Check Out”. 
There exist many fine people in the world who have willfully put their right to self-determination up for adoption.  
For these—the majority of The Led – the responsibilities and inelegance of citizenship evidently prove too 
burdensome.  Some of the Checked Out Class consider the business of public affairs too odious; others just find it 
unentertaining.  Surely only a boor would bring up politics at a cocktail party in such circles, especially when a 
perfectly charming athletic contest always stands ready for the deconstructing.  Noam Chomsky, in his 
“Manufacturing Consent”, argues that this is one of the chief purposes of our sports obsession:  to distract the 
masses, so that our leaders’ activities escape detection.  Pay attention, class! 
 
Rule Seven.  Avoid Generalizations. 
When we were small, we identified objects in our world by learning a few familiar ones and then by ascribing their 
characteristics to other objects, to acquire a sense of the greater universe.  In the psychology of knowledge 
acquisition, this technique is called “generalization”, and it functions well for two-year-olds.  Unless you are two, 
you should be moving on to more sophisticated tools for grasping a complex world.  A more expansive approach is 
important in public discourse because generalizations on complicated issues resemble fiction more than fact, and it 
is facts that bring light to The Led.  It is not true, for instance, that all bureaucrats are mindless, money-hording 
automatons.  It is not true that all politicians are louts on the take.  It is not true that 25 cents of your tax dollar is 
sent to the Department of Waste, Fraud and Abuse. 
 
Rule Eight.  Remember the Social Contract. 
It’s not just a matter of “us” versus “them”, “the People” versus  the “government”– unless we let it be.  Political 
historians remind us that the first guy to slap up a fence and proclaim ownership to a patch of dirt is the one we can 
blame for the whole system of organizing a previously nomadic and brutish species.  So here we are, attempting to 
behave ourselves, each of us upon birth signing up to cooperate with rules we didn’t write for a civilized existence.  
No matter where you may be on the food chain, you have the choice to determine what you do with this fact.  
Some would challenge the very rules of the game.  Others adhere mindlessly, oblivious, often with a vague sense 
that someone else controls their destinies.  There is a third choice, however, and this is the essence of it all:  the 
system exists for you, and its worth and quality will always be nothing more than a reflection of its architects and 
maintainers.  The Led can, at their option, become The Leaders – determinists, governors, controllers of our fates – 
if only they will.   
 
The test is the rest of your life. 
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