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Great leaders are almost invariably great
communicators. Examples abound in politics,
in business, in academia, in religion, in virtu-
ally any enterprise.

But even if an individual lacks extraordi-
nary vision or charisma or ability to articulate,
that person can still accomplish many things
simply by attending to the fundamentals of
communication. Even the basics – being open
with information, being responsive to inquiry,
explaining decisions – are powerful tools.

Which brings us to Gwendolyn Boyd, the
increasingly enigmatic president of Alabama
State University. We greeted Boyd’s hiring
with enthusiasm, in the belief that she had the
qualities of leadership and inspiration that
ASU desperately needed. We still believe that
and we still have high hopes for her presi-
dency.

We are not alone in those high hopes, but if
they are to be realized, if Boyd is truly going
to revitalize the institution, some things have
to change – and communication is a major part
of that.

We regret that Boyd consistently denies or
ignores interview requests from the Advertis-
er. Her last interview with an Advertiser re-
porter was after the July board of trustees
meeting.

That’s an inconvenience for us, but we
aren’t going to stop covering ASU just because
she makes it a little more difficult. Far more
importantly, it is a disservice to the university
and to the taxpayers whose money supports
this public institution. She has discounted
numerous opportunities to be part of our cov-
erage of ASU, to make the case for decisions,
to display an understanding of the obligations
of a public university.

That she chooses to blow off the Advertiser
is lamentable, but that is her prerogative. Her
communication issues with the board of trust-
ees, however, are something else altogether.
That should trouble the ASU family, but it also
is a legitimate concern for the state’s taxpay-
ers.

Trustees should not attempt to microman-
age the university’s operations, of course, but
that doesn’t mean that they aren’t justified in
asking for information, especially information
that relates to the implementation of the
broader policies that the trustees are properly
empowered to set.

The trustees imposed a hiring freeze for
any positions not deemed critical to the opera-
tions of the university, a sensible decision in
light of ASU’s serious financial problems.
Given that, requesting information about new
hires is hardly unreasonable or overreaching.

Yet trustees have had trouble getting such
basic information. Boyd has failed to state
why some hires were critical and two recent
personnel reports to the board did not list
salary information for new hires.

That is insulting. Trustees should expect to
know what the university is spending on per-
sonnel at any time and certainly what it is
spending during a hiring moratorium. That’s
not micromanaging; that’s stewardship.

As the most visible representative of the
university, Boyd simply has to do a better job
of communicating. Her eventual success – and
to a great extent the university’s – depends on
it.
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Boyd has
to change
her ways

Montgomery resident Mary
Helen Stringer is scared to
death.

“I do not want my throat
slit. I do not want to be raped,
and I do not want to be disem-
boweled,” she said.

Dang, is ISIS moving to
Montgomery?

Nope. Walmart wants to
build a new store.

Stringer was one of many
Montgomery residents who
showed up at a spirited town
hall meeting last week to dis-
cuss a proposed Walmart store
going up on a portion of a
closed golf course along Feder-
al Drive. 

To say that Walmart and the
developers proposing the pro-

ject did not fare well at the
meeting would be akin to say-
ing the Washington Generals
are on a bit of a losing skid.

People at the meeting re-
ferred to Walmart as a crime

magnet, compared it to the
Cookie Monster in the way it
gobbles up local businesses
and bemoaned its low-wage
jobs.

It was all so good to hear.
For decades now, the retail

giant has moved unimpeded
through town after town, swal-
lowing up all of the local busi-
nesses, all of the local employ-
ees and spitting out ridiculous
profits based on a rather sim-
ple business model: buy cheap,
sell cheap, spend as little as
possible on labor.

But now, even in the busi-
ness-friendly South, people are
coming to realize that simply
because there are “always low
prices” at the checkout regis-

ter doesn’t mean there isn’t a
bigger price being paid.

Not to put too fine a point on
it, but Walmart represents all
that is wrong in an American
financial system that places a
higher value upon the unre-
lenting expectations of in-
vestors than it does on the
needs of employees and local
communities.

It is a system that encour-
ages unabashed greed and
excuses away deplorable acts
of employee mistreatment. It
is a system that makes it seem
OK to sue a brain-damaged
former employee to recoup
medical costs the company’s
insurance plan paid. (Oh, yes,
Walmart did this. Google the

name Debbie Shank.) 
It is a system that finds a

Walmart heiress plastered on
the cover of one of the nation’s
most respected financial publi-
cations, with a cover story that
raves over her hundreds of
millions of dollars of her per-
sonal fortune – and more than
a billion from her foundation –
spent to build an art museum
in Bentonville, Ark., while the
employees of the company dig
through food donation bins for
their holiday meals.

It’s probably not fair to
completely blame Walmart for
the financial decisions it
makes in order to compete 

Residents were right to fight another Walmart
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Glenn Grothman, a Wisconsin
Republican who will enter the U.S.
House of Representatives, says aid
programs are a bribe for single
people to have children out of wed-
lock and to stay unemployed.

He’s also said that many people
who use food stamps don’t look poor
enough.

Grothman’s view is not much
different than Wisconsin Gov. Scott
Walker’s recent assertion that deny-
ing health coverage to low-income
Americans helps more people “live
the American Dream” because they
won’t be “dependent on the Amer-
ican government.”

It has, of course, long been a
Republican article of faith that
government programs to aid the
needy create dependency. Their
reflexive opposition isn’t just a
heritage from their political fore-
bears who just as vehemently op-
posed Social Security and Medicare.

The roots of the Republican
world view which holds that if peo-
ple are poor it’s their own fault (and
implicitly the notion that wealth is a
sign of favor from God) go well
back. James S. Donnelly Jr.’s excel-
lent book, “The Great Irish Potato
Famine,” is a good place to embark
on an exploration.

Today’s Republicans are clearly
the ideological successors to the
British cabinet that presided over
the deaths of a million Irish from
starvation and starvation-related
illnesses and the emigration of an-
other two million. They did so in the
name of a “moralism” that placed
more value on an unfettered market
economy than on human lives.

Charles Edward Trevelyan, who
as head of the treasury throughout
the famine years exercised wide
control over relief programs in

Ireland, symbolizes the British
elite’s worship at the altar of laissez-
faire. He even described the famine
as the work of “an all-wise and all-
merciful Providence.”

Trevelyan would feel right at
home in the policy councils of to-
day’s Republican Party. He and his
ideological companions (including
the press) saw Ireland’s problems
as arising from defects in the Irish
character, not the failure of the
potato crop, just as the Republicans
and their media acolytes have had
success at blaming poverty on the
poor.

The answer, the British elite
held, was not to feed the starving
but to educate the Irish in “sturdy
self-reliance.”

The British policies that were
supposed to encourage industry and
to do battle with sloth, said historian
Peter Gray “were based on false
premises, and in the Irish condi-
tions of the late 1840s amounted to a
sentence of death on many thou-
sands.”

Trevelyan and his fellow “mor-
alists” even opposed public funding
of emigration; they didn’t want
government to compete with free
markets.

Place South Carolina Lt. Gov.
Andre Bauer’s 2010 comparison of
poor people with stray animals —
“My grandmother … told me as a
small child to quit feeding stray
animals. You know why? Because
they breed. You’re facilitating the
problem if you give an animal or a
person ample food supply. They will
reproduce, especially ones that
don’t think too much further than
that.”— alongside an editorial in
The Times of London in 1847 that
said “We have to change the very
nature of a people born and bred,

from time immemorial, in inveter-
ate indolence, improvidence, dis-
order, and consequent destitution.”

John Koster, a Republican con-
gressional candidate in Washington,
said in 2011 that government pro-
grams to help the poor create an
“addiction” to government assis-
tance by creating a “sense of enti-
tlement.” The government, he said,
rewards “slothfulness and lazi-
ness.” The Republicans’ media arm
regularly portrays abuse of assis-
tance programs as the norm
(though you probably could find
more fraud in the bad mortgages
that helped set off the great reces-
sion than you would find in the food
stamp program) and depicts life on
welfare as “a little too comfort-
able.”

That echoes The Times’ view
that there was not enough money
“to assuage the moral evils and stay
the moral disease of a vast pop-
ulation steeped in the congenial
mire of voluntary indigence …”

British historian A.J.P. Taylor
says that Britain’s rulers “were
gripped by the most horrible, and
perhaps most universal of human
maladies, the belief that principles
and doctrines are more important
than lives. They imagined that
rules, invented by economists, were
as ‘natural’ as the potato blight.”

It’s a malady that survives today.
It survives because if you can

you persuade yourself that the poor
have brought their miseries on
themselves, it makes it easier to
turn them into non-persons, certain-
ly not those Jesus was talking about
in Matthew 25.

William B. Brown, former executive
editor of the Advertiser, writes from

Opelika.

Potato famine would suit today’s GOP 
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