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Thomas Sowell

2015’s bread and circuses

Looking
back at a
lifetime
After my 85th birthday last

week, I looked back over my
life and was surprised to dis-
cover in how many different
ways I had been lucky, in ad-
dition to some other ways in
which I was unlucky.
Among the things I did not

know at the time was that I
was adopted as an infant into a
family with four adults, in
which I was the only child.
All sorts of research since

then has shown how the
amount of attention and inter-
actions with adults a child gets
has a lot to do with the way
the child develops. But of
course I knew nothing about
such things back then.
It was decades later, when

I now had a son of my own
that I asked one of the surviv-
ing members of the family
how old I was when I first
started to walk.  She said, “Oh,
Tommy, nobody knows when
you could walk. Somebody
was always carrying you.”
Many times over the years,

she liked to recall an incident
when I was maybe three or
four years old.  She had taken
me somewhere out of the
neighborhood, maybe to a
movie, and all was fine until
we got back in sight of our
home. That was when I picked
up some rocks and started
throwing them at her.
She laughed then, and

many times in later years
when she told that story to
others.  She thought it was so
cute that I was well-behaved
while I didn’t know how to
get back home without her,
but then got mischievous
when I saw our house.
What if the situation had

been reversed?  What if there
were four children and one
adult, instead of one child and
four adults?  She might not
have thought that was so cute,
or cute at all.
My wife, incidentally, was

appalled when she heard this
story.  She looked at me in as-
tonishment, as if I were a
grown man throwing rocks at
this little old lady.
As an adult, it has always

been painful to me, when I
have been on a bus or in some
other public place, and have
seen a small child trying in
vain to get his mother’s atten-
tion, while she obviously did
not want to be bothered.
I have felt like saying:

“Lady, what you are doing, or
not doing, right now can affect
how that child will turn out,
years from now. You brought
him into this world. The least
you can do is pay some atten-
tion to him.” But of course I
minded my own business, as I
was raised to do.
Many years after all the

members of the family that
raised me were dead, I de-
cided to get their death certifi-
cates and the death certificates
of my biological parents, of
whom I have no memory.
Their death certificates

showed that all of them had
very little education, and in in-
ferior Southern schools at that.
My biological parents lived a
total of 60 years, between the
two of them.  I have now lived
a quarter of a century longer
than both of them, put together.
Although I was raised by

people with very little educa-
tion, they were people who
wanted me to get an educa-
tion.  They praised my every
little accomplishment, and I
was taught to read by the time
I was four years old, taught by
someone with only a few
years of schooling herself.
Years later, when I was

promoted to the 7th grade, I
was told: “You have now
gone further than any of us.”

After most of what now is Eng-
land was pacified by Roman con-
querers, many of the region’s
inhabitants were happy to settle in
as subjects of the empire. They
adopted Roman ways, established
cities for the first time in the isles,
even learned Latin.
Around 2,000 years ago, Pub-

lius Cornelius Tacitus, a Roman
senator and historian, wrote this
about the transformation: “Little
by little, there was a slide towards
the allurements of degeneracy; as-
sembly rooms, bathing establish-
ments and smart dinner parties. In
their inexperience, the Britons
called it civilization when it was
really all part of their servitude.”
It was the smart way of ensur-

ing a subject people did not rebel
against their government.
At about the same time Tacitus

was writing, Roman Emperor Au-
gustus recognized something had
to be done to keep the folks at
home happy, too. The “bread and
circuses” system was established.
Free grain was handed out so the
lower classes would have bread.
Food prices were controlled. En-
tertainment in the form of fights
among gladiators and chariot races
was free of charge.
A few hundred years later, it all

came crashing down. Rome fell to
the barbarians. Some historians
believe the Romans had grown
soft, unable or unwilling to resist
effectively. And after the Romans
withdrew from England, that land
became prey to conquerers rang-
ing from Vikings to the French.
What does all this have to do

with us just after we celebrated In-
dependence Day? Maybe nothing.
Maybe a lot.
You may remember that Mitt

Romney’s 2012 campaign for

president nose-dived after he com-
mented that 47 percent of Ameri-
cans would support Barack
Obama because they were people
“dependent upon government,
who believe that they are victims,
who believe that government has
a responsibility to care for them
...” We’ve run up a national debt
of at least $19 trillion to, among
other things, provide those bene-
fits. Bread and circuses?
Slightly more than one-third of

the people in this country, 109.6
million of them, receive some
form of means-tested government
assistance. That includes every-
thing from food stamps to disabil-
ity income, from Medicaid to
Temporary Assistance to Needy
Families.
About one-third of the house-

holds in our country receive some
sort of benefits from the federal
government. But of that total,
many are retired folks who get So-
cial Security checks. About 64.8
million payments are made every
month. Most of the beneficiaries
worked hard all their lives. They
paid their dues.
What about those who are of

working age, able to hold down
jobs — but are not doing so?
Just a few days ago, the gov-

ernment released some disturbing
numbers on that. In June, the
workforce participation rate (the
percentage of people over 16

years old who are employed) was
just 62.6 percent. That was the
lowest rate since October 1977. In
other words, for every three work-
ing-age people in the United States
who are holding down jobs, nearly
two more are not.
Some of those people just don’t

want to work. But millions tried to
find jobs and couldn’t. They sim-
ply gave up trying. Bottom line:
As we Americans celebrated inde-
pendence, many of us are not. We
rely on the government.
Obviously, an economy in

which too many people are sup-
ported by the rest of us — for
whatever reason — is not sustain-
able. The dramatic drop in work-
force participation rate (it peaked
at 67.3 percent in January 2000)
is worrisome.
But it’s nothing new. Participa-

tion rate numbers were collected
first in 1948 — when the figure
was lower, at 59.2 percent, than
today. It wasn’t until 1968 than a
sustained climb above 60 percent
began. If anything, high percent-
ages a few years ago were anom-
alies.
Now, don’t get me wrong

about the bread and circuses prob-
lem. People who need help ought
to get it, to the extent of our ability
as a people to provide assistance.
But it’s worth wondering whether
we have reached the point at
which three questions need to be
answered:
How much can we afford?
Are we reserving our help only

for people who really need it?
Have we engineered a culture

making it more difficult for people
to help themselves — and for
some, less of an imperative?

Myer can be reached at:
mmyer@theintelligencer.net.

Ogden
Newspapers

Mike Myer

Evangelicals should stress core beliefs
In the matter of the “culture wars,” evangelical

Christians are asking, “what do we do now?” The
question is being raised in the aftermath of the
Supreme Court’s decision striking down state laws
reserving marriage
for heterosexual
couples.
The “culture

wars,” while well-
intentioned, were a
mistake from the
beginning. Evan-
gelical Christians,
whose Leader said,
“My Kingdom is not of this world,” thought they
could organize people of like mind and like faith and
create a voting bloc to elect people who would im-
pose something resembling that other kingdom on
people who do not see themselves as members of
that kingdom. Given the number of politicians who
seem to have difficulty imposing a moral code of any
sort on themselves, such a strategy was doomed from
the start. Why didn’t they learn from previous “moral
improvement” movements that if one wants to
change culture, one must first change individuals?
For evangelical Christians that can only be done by
the transformation of the heart, soul and mind, some-
thing that is beyond the power of secular — or even
religious — politicians.
Conservative Christians wanted to be liked and

respected by the world. Republican politicians saw
them as a reliable voting bloc and were happy to have
them in the party, but party leaders and elected offi-
cials did little to advance their agenda. Leaders gave

them lip service, saying what Christians wanted to
hear and in some cases even quoted a Bible verse,
but in reality most party leaders were embarrassed,
even offended, by people many regarded as throw-
backs, if not to the Dark Ages, then to the rural South.
Fundraisers and TV evangelists were happy to

promote this “kingdom of the world” mentality be-
cause it brought them the illusion of influence,
money and a place at the table. Few minds were
changed, and culture became more deformed than
reformed. The country grows increasingly secular in
part because conservative evangelicals gave the im-
pression that being born again means instant adop-
tion into the Republican Party.
As a longtime fan of Broadway musicals and

plays, I believe that the original cast is always better
than the touring company. Evangelicals should re-
turn to the “original cast,” whose members include
Jesus of Nazareth, Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Paul,
Peter, James and Timothy. Consider their lives and
tactics as they faced a hostile political and religious
environment that brought persecution, even death.
These men — and their followers — had little in-
terest in an earthly kingdom. Instead, they focused
on that other kingdom, and billions of lives have been
transformed in the centuries that followed. Those
transformed lives have, in many cases, transformed
cultures.
A recent letter to the editor posted on TwinCi-

ties.com got it right:
“If the Supreme Court, in its June 26 ruling to re-

define the meaning of marriage, has made things less
comfortable for believers, we must ask ourselves
why we were so comfortable to begin with.”

Syndicated
Columnist

Cal Thomas

Prison problem
State alerted to HCC
understaffing woes
Understaffing problems at a local

prison need to be resolved quickly.
The Huttonsville Correctional Center

is 25 percent understaffed, and last week
HCC Warden Marvin Plumley met with
Delegates Bill Hartman and Denise
Campbell, state Division of Corrections
Commissioner Jim Rubenstein and other
state representatives at the prison to tour
the facility and brainstorm about how to
alleviate the growing problem.
Currently more than 100 positions at

the prison are vacant — out of roughly
395 jobs total.
In addition to the hardships this places

on the current HCC employees — in-
cluding working mandatory overtime —
it’s worth considering the safety prob-
lems that could arise from having a prison
operating with only three-quarters’ worth
of a staff.
Understaffing has been blamed in re-

cent violent incidents at state prisons
across the U.S.
In early May, two inmates died and

several people were injured in rioting at a
Tecumseh, Neb., prison as inmates took
over part of the complex for several hours
before guards were able to retake control.
Officials said the prison is under-

staffed. Tecumseh’s remote location
made hiring and retaining guards a chal-
lenge, sometimes leading to limited
staffing and mandatory overtime shifts,
which officials said can create dangerous
working conditions.
In the span of one week last August,

at least three separate incidents took place
in a Lansing, Kan., prison in which offi-
cers were hurt trying to control inmates.
Union officials said the prison was un-

derstaffed and the guards were working a
lot of overtime. The Kansas Department
of Corrections said the job vacancies had
nothing to do with budget problems, as
the money to hire new officers was there.
The problem was finding enough quali-
fied people who want to do the job.
That rings a bell. The HCC has been

hosting recruiting events and trying to get
the word out to potential employees, but
with little luck so far. 
Plumley is advocating the state legis-

lature raise the base salary for correc-
tional officers in order to attract more
applicants.
The Randolph County Technical Cen-

ter in Elkins will introduce a law en-
forcement program this fall.  The course
is arranged so all students attend three
classes before deciding between a law en-
forcement or corrections seminar to com-
plete the course. School officials have
said correction officer completers will
finish the program fully certified and pre-
pared to enter the work force — hope-
fully helping to fill some of the many
vacancies at the prison.
Campbell understands the importance

of getting the prison fully staffed.
“It’s a safety issue for many people

who work inside the facility and around
the area,” she said.  “There’s over 1,200
prisoners in that facility and to be short
that many positions and to have your staff
so worn out is of great concern.”
Amen. Here’s hoping the state can

find a way to better staff HCC before an
incident like those in Nebraska and
Kansas happens here. 

Today is Tuesday, July 7, the 188th day
of 2015. There are 177 days left in the year.
Today’s Highlight in History:
On July 7, 1865, four people were hanged

in Washington D.C. for conspiring with John
Wilkes Booth to assassinate President Abra-
ham Lincoln: Lewis Powell (aka Lewis
Payne), David Herold, George Atzerodt and
Mary Surratt, the first woman to be executed
by the U.S. federal government.
On this date:
In 1846, U.S. annexation of California

was proclaimed at Monterey after the sur-
render of a Mexican garrison.
In 1898, the U.S. annexed Hawaii.
In 1948, six female U.S. Navy reservists

became the first women to be sworn in to the
regular Navy.
In 1954, Elvis Presley made his radio

debut as Memphis, Tennessee, station
WHBQ played his first recording for Sun
Records, “That’s All Right.”
In 1981, President Ronald Reagan an-

nounced he was nominating Arizona Judge
Sandra Day O’Connor to become the first fe-
male justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.
In 1987, Lt. Col. Oliver North began his

testimony at the Iran- Contra hearing, telling
Congress that he had “never carried out a sin-
gle act, not one,” without authorization.
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