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The more things change in Richmond ...

AS THE GENERAL Assem-
bly wound down its regular 
session last week, more Vir-
ginians learned of familiar 
names that won’t be on the bal-
lot in November. Those resig-
nations and retirements, how-
ever, aren’t likely to provide 
the opposing party or its sup-
porters with much hope for 
picking up a seat. 

Lawmakers have made a bi-
partisan effort over the years 
to protect incumbents, partic-
ularly those who’ve served for 
decades, and their respective 
party’s hold on that seat.

This year’s bipartisan ethics 
reform bill focused strictly on 
 one component of ethics in gov-
ernment — restricting gifts to 
elected officials — while ignor-
ing two others that are critical-
ly important: redistricting and 
campaign finance. 

The bill should prevent the 
kind of avarice that led to Gov. 
Bob McDonnell and his wife 
trading the influence of his of-
fice for gifts from a business-

man seeking state support. And 
the measure certainly has pro-
jected an image of substantive 
reform. 

But in supporting the bill, 
lawmakers preserved a sys-
tem that leaves them to police 
themselves, at least until fed-
eral authorities get involved, as 
they did in the prosecution and 
conviction of the McDonnells. 
And that system still permits 
them to draw the boundaries 
for the districts they’ll repre-
sent while raking in unlimited 
campaign donations. 

That combination presents 
nearly insurmountable obsta-
cles for challengers in most 
districts.

In the Senate, the longest-
serving member, Democrat 
Chuck Colgan of Prince Wil-
liam County, is leaving the seat 
he’s held since 1976. Longtime 
Republican Sens. John Wat-
kins of Midlothian and Walter 
Stosch of Henrico County, and 
Democrat Toddy Puller of Fair-
fax, also are retiring. 

Republican Sen. Jeff Mc-
Waters revealed last week he 
wouldn’t seek reelection to  his 
seat representing part of Vir-
ginia Beach, leading Beach Re-
publican Del. Bill DeSteph to 
announce his plan to run for 
that Senate seat, and GOP com-
munications consultant Jason 
Miyares to announce his bid 
for the seat DeSteph occupies 
in the House. 

It would take a near mira-
cle for a Democratic or inde-
pendent candidate to win the 
November election for any of 
those Republicans’ seats, and 
vice versa. McWaters, for ex-
ample, cruised to victory in 
2011 uncontested, and DeSteph 
won by nearly 20 percentage 
points in 2013.

In the House, Democrat Ma-
mye BaCote of Hampton and 
Republicans Ed Scott of Mad-
ison County and Tom Rust of 
Herndon are leaving, as are 
Democratic Dels. Scott Sur-
ovell, running for the Senate 
seat being vacated by Puller, 
and Michael Futrell, running 
for the Senate seat being va-
cated by Colgan.

Of those, only the districts 
represented by Rust and 
Futrell are in serious play. 
Rust, a moderate Republican 
who supports Medicaid expan-

sion and in-state tuition for il-
legal immigrants, survived 
a Democratic challenge by 
54 votes out of nearly 21,000 
cast in 2013. Futrell unseat-
ed a freshman Republican by 
about 220 votes.

The others won by a spread 
of at least 10 percentage points. 

With big margins like that, 
a candidate’s knowledge about 
issues becomes less important 
than  a party label  and  adher-
ence to party leaders. The sys-
tem feeds off itself; incumbents 
use redistricting powers and 
big donations to stay in office, 
and then they dole out money 
to younger candidates who will 
toe the line, grow in influence, 
collect their own big donations 
and ensure district boundar-
ies shift according to popula-
tion and voting trends to keep 
them in office.

This year, measures propos-
ing to transfer the legislature’s 
redistricting powers to a bi-
partisan commission, or even 
specify the criteria by which 
lawmakers could draw district 
boundaries, failed in a House 
subcommittee that met before 
many Virginians had even got-
ten out of bed. 

Limits on cap campaign con-
tributions likewise failed, per-
petuating an arrangement that 

allows donors, including the par-
ent of Dominion Virginia Power, 
Virginia’s biggest corporate po-
litical donor, to funnel millions 
into campaign accounts and sus-
tain a perception that Virginia’s 
lawmakers are swayed by hefty 
financial contributions. 

A bill to prevent lawmak-
ers from raising funds during 
special legislative sessions, as 
they’re banned from doing in 
the regular session, died swift-
ly in the House, too.

This year’s effort made 
some progress, and it’s some-
thing tangible that lawmak-
ers can use to prove to vot-
ers that they made changes 
in the wake of the McDonnell 
scandal. 

But freshman Del. Sam Ra-
soul, a Roanoke Democrat 
whose district is drawn to lean 
heavily in his party’s favor, 
cautioned against overstating 
its effect. “It isn’t ethics re-
form,” he said, “without cam-
paign finance reform, with-
out a body that has subpoena 
power and without redistrict-
ing reform.”

Then again, perhaps real re-
form was never the intent.

Shawn Day is an editorial writer for 
The Virginian-Pilot. Email: shawn.
day@pilotonline.com.

This year’s bipartisan ethics reform bill focused strictly on 
 one component of ethics in government — restricting gifts to 
elected officials — while ignoring two others that are critically 
important: redistricting and campaign finance.
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Settled science

“It doesn’t matter how beau-
tiful your theory is, it doesn’t 
matter how smart you are, it 
doesn’t matter who said it. If 
it doesn’t agree with experi-
ment, it’s wrong.” — Richard 
P. Feynman 

IT WAS SETTLED science.
The consensus was nearly to-

tal, and those who questioned 
the consensus were shunned in 
academic institutions and even 
arrested and compelled to re-
cant. To state that the Earth 
was not the center of the uni-
verse was heresy.

The consensus was wrong, 
and the evidence of its er-
ror had been known for over 
1,000 years when Galileo was 
brought before the Inquisition 
to answer for his support of the 
Copernican model of the so-
lar system, in which the Earth 
and planets revolved around 

the sun.
But science had been cap-

tured by what was then the 
largest bureaucracy on Earth, 
the Catholic Church. So, if you 
wanted to advance as an ac-
ademic, you taught that the 
sun, moon and planets revolved 
around the Earth.

Skeptics pointed out that 
while the sun and moon ap-
peared to smoothly circle the 
Earth against the background 
of the stars, the five visible 
planets instead seemed to move 
forward, stop, back up and then 
move forward again. That ret-
rograde motion was not con-
sistent with a geocentric so-
lar system. 

Supporters of the geocentric 
consensus claimed the retro-
grade movement was an illu-
sion of parallax, and proposed 
complex mathematical mod-
els that claimed the planets 

orbited in loops called epicy-
cles and constructed machines 
called planetariums (later, Or-
reries) which were mechani-
cal versions of computers on 
which to run their mathemat-
ical models.

It was all hogwash. Coperni-
cus and Galileo were right, but 
both were long dead before the 
Catholic bureaucracy admitted 
the Earth was not the center of 
the universe. 

Of course, nothing like that 
could happen today, now that 
science is no longer in the grip 
of religion, right? 

Turn over a can of chili and 
you will find a government 
mandated “Nutrition Facts” 
label warning you of the cho-
lesterol content. It is there be-
cause the consensus in medical 
science for the past 50 years 
has been that high levels of 
cholesterol in the blood were 
a risk factor for heart disease 
and that severe restrictions of 
cholesterol in the diet would 
thus prevent heart disease. 

For decades, scientists out-
side medicine argued that cho-
lesterol levels were mostly de-
termined by heredity and that 

dietary limits were largely use-
less. They were right, but they 
were ignored by the medical 
consensus or dismissed as 
being in the pay of the meat, 
dairy and poultry industries.

New guidelines have final-
ly emerged abandoning limits 
on dietary cholesterol, and we 
have learned that the old re-
strictions on meat, eggs and 
dairy were useless and that 
their replacement with car-
bohydrates has in no small 
part contributed to the obesi-
ty epidemic. But for the past 50 
years, any physician who told 
you to go ahead and enjoy ba-
con and eggs would have been 
dismissed as a quack by the 
medical consensus. He would 
nonetheless have been right.

We now face drastic political 
and economic choices based 
on a consensus in climate sci-
ence, whose adherents, like 
the 17th century clergy, have 
constructed elaborate math-
ematical models to support 
their failing theories. When 
those models do not conform 
to observation, they insist their 
models are right and the ob-
servations must be wrong and 

adjust the data to conform to 
theory.

That is not science. Science 
advances only when the con-
sensus is continuously ques-
tioned and tested against real-
ity. The researcher who finds 
error in what is believed to 
be true advances science ev-
ery bit as much as the one who 
finds new truths, if not more, 
as we cannot build new truth 
on old error.

Albert Einstein echoed Feyn-
man when he warned that “No 
amount of experimentation 
can ever prove me right; a sin-
gle experiment can prove me 
wrong.” 

Feynman and Einstein have, 
in their simple statements, giv-
en us the central truth of sci-
ence. Theory must forever 
yield to observation, because 
theory is only a guess at the 
nature of that underlying re-
ality. Science is never settled.

Settled science is dead sci-
ence. 

Don Tabor of Chesapeake is a 
grandfather, Libertarian activist 
and proprietor of TidewaterLiberty.
com.

Copernicus and Galileo were right about planets revolving 
around the sun, but both were long dead before the Catholic 
bureaucracy admitted the Earth was not the center of the 
universe. 
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Where’s the code of ethics?

By WILLIAM J. DAVIS JR. 

W
E’VE heard re-
cent reports con-
cluding that lying 
in the military is 

flagrant. What else is new?
A study by professors at 

the Army War College deter-
mined that lying — or, as they 
explained, more like “embel-
lishment” — was rampant in 
the Army. 

Consider these examples:
The Internet is replete with 

personal anecdotes from mil-
itary members who have had 
to work closely with Afghan of-
ficials who keep “Chai Boys,” 
young adolescents who are 
abused as sex slaves. 

Many U.S. military members 
worked with officials from Iraq 
and Afghanistan whom they 
knew were stealing the Unit-
ed States blind but could not 
refuse to work with them. 

A young David Petraeus 
wrote a dissertation that was 
critical of the U.S. Army’s 
actions during Vietnam and 
was faced with the dilemma 
of whether to publish it. Pre-
viously a promising young of-
ficer had published a critical 
dissertation to the derailment 
of his career. Petraeus chose 
not to meet the same fate and 
did not publish his work. 

General officers, who have 
spent years in the crucible of 
military duty well done, are 

often criminally prosecuted 
for sexual harassment, abuse 
of government funds or abuse 
of power. 

Senior military officers who 
speak at professional military 
education institutions must 
hide behind a “non-attribution” 
policy that states that they will 
“tell the truth” as long as no one 
attributes it to them. 

The above circumstances 
all are the result of an orga-
nization that espouses acting 
in one way, but actually be-
haves in another. Research 
shows that this sort of duali-
ty will result in dysfunction, 
frustration and unethical be-
havior by the members of an 
organization.

The U.S. military is ethical-
ly adrift and often paradoxi-
cal in its treatment of ethical 
standards. The primary reason 
for this is the military lacks a 
code of ethics. It has what it 
calls a values-based approach 
to ethics — a list of values that 
members should aspire to such 
as honor, integrity and loyalty.

The values-based approach 
used by the military contains 
easily manipulated and neb-
ulously defined values that 
provide an insufficient ethi-
cal base for decisions but suffi-
cient flexibility for higher-ups 
to justify almost any order.  For 
example, loyalty can be manip-
ulated and defined as loyalty 
to your superior, the organi-
zation, the U.S. Constitution, 
or to your charges.

Which one has precedence? 
Does moral courage mean pub-
lishing or drawing attention to 
a problem even if it might gar-
ner disfavor with the organi-
zation? Will I be rewarded for 
highlighting a problem? 

A primary reason the study 
found that officers “embel-
lished” was that what they 
were lying about was “a dumb 
requirement.” If integrity were 
so valued, couldn’t they sim-
ply say the requirement was 
a waste of valuable resourc-
es and not have to lie about it? 
Does integrity mean setting 
aside personal decency to con-

duct operations with officials 
who are pedophiles from an-
other country?

Almost 100 percent of the of-
ficers surveyed in the research 
answered that if an order were 
legal, despite its questionable 
moral or ethical component, it 
must be followed.

The U.S. military, despite its 
self-aggrandizement as a val-
ues-based organization, leaves 
no room for its members to act 
as moral warriors. Perhaps this 
is the way it must be to have an 
effective combat force. 

My advice to senior defense 
officials: Set aside the shock 
and awe when you find that 
military members “blur ethical 
boundaries.” After all, there 
are no ethical boundaries, only 
legal ones.

William J. Davis Jr., who lived 
in South Hampton Roads for 23 
years, works for the Army as an 
associate professor in Petersburg. 
These views are his alone and 
do not reflect the position of the 
government.

The military has what it calls a values-based approach 
to ethics — a list of values that members should aspire 
to such as honor, integrity and loyalty. But loyalty can be 
manipulated. Loyalty can be to a superior, an organization, 
the U.S. Constitution or to your charges.
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