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OPINION

The Laurens County government staff reacted
quickly to a judge’s ruling that county boards, com-
mittees and county council itself had been in violation
of the state’s Freedom of Information Act and held a
workshop for all of its board members this past
Thursday at The Ridge at Laurens.

The county – we believe rightly – claimed that its
bodies did nothing egregious and attempted to act
within the spirit of the FOIA, but that didn’t stop a
local citizens’ group from winning its case against the
county.

Thursday’s workshop was led by relatively new
County Attorney Wes Meetze, who may be diving into
FOIA for the first time in his legal career.

The irony was not lost on us that while the work-
shop involved members of boards that work with the
county, no public notice was given prior to the work-
shop.

County leaders said they got legal counsel from the
state Association of Counties that said no notice was
required.

That differs from our opinion, and we would have
suggested also speaking with South Carolina Press
Association Attorney Jay Bender, who is arguably the
state’s foremost authority on FOIA and deals with it
every day, and then making a decision.

One citizen who attended the meeting said it was
informative and mostly on the mark, although he dis-
agreed with some of the conclusions made there.

Like so many laws and ordinances, the state’s FOIA
law is not perfect. Perhaps too much is left to inter-
pretation, so then it becomes a matter for the courts –
as Laurens County and others before them have
learned.

In another court, in front of another judge, the rul-
ing against the county may have gone a different way.

Again, matters of interpretation.
We believe it is important to attempt as best as pos-

sible to follow the spirit and letter of the law, and it
was good to see the county make an effort.

But next time, just give us an email, a call or some-
thing.

County is learning FOIA
laws can be complicated

and a little frustrating

In our view
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The already-long 2024 presi-
dential campaign has become the
strangest in modern history.

Here are 10 unanswered ques-
tions that illustrate how and why
we’ve entered this bizarro world:

1. How can Kamala Harris
merely promise us fixes to come
in 2025 for inflation and an open
border when she is still vice
president for another six
months? Why can’t she enact her
proposed solutions to these prob-
lems (which she helped create)
right now?

2. Would the media prefer to
help her win but lose further
credibility themselves by failing
to ask why she has disowned her
last three decades of leftist agen-
das, or to reclaim some of their
reputations and thereby risk her
losing?

3. Does the left appreciate the
new campaign and election pro-
tocols it has now established?

That is to say:
Cancel by fiat their virtual

nominee four months before the
election when he sinks in the
polls?

Nullify the outcome of a year
of primaries and the will of 14
million voters?

Threaten a sitting president
with removal by the 25th
Amendment process unless he
steps aside as his party nominee?

Anoint a replacement nominee
before the convention and with-
out a single primary — and then
prevent any rival candidates
from challenging her?

4. After the precedents of 2020
and 2024, is the future orthodox
protocol for any Democratic

nominee now to avoid all inter-
views and extempore speaking,
and stick to teleprompted
speeches and scripted responses
only?

Is the fear that a transparent
progressive messenger with an
overt and honest left-wing mes-
sage will double down on it and
thus guarantee defeat?

5. For the next 80 days, has the
chameleon-like Harris now
become a temporary MAGA
candidate, as she expropriates
former President Donald
Trump’s positions from border
security to no taxes on tips?
Does the media care to ask the
new 80-day MAGA Harris why
she has renounced many of her
once emphatic beliefs?

6. If Democratic presidential
reelection candidate Joe Biden
was pronounced fit as a fiddle
before June 27, but after July 21
was abruptly forced off the tick-
et as too debilitated to continue
as his party’s nominee, what
exactly is his status now?

(Half-cognizant and thus able
enough to continue his not-so-
important task as America’s
president, but also half-enfee-
bled and thus utterly unable to
continue as the far more impor-
tant Democratic nominee, it
appears.)

7. Does the new antisemitic
Democratic Party prefer to risk
losing with the radical nonentity
WASP Tim Walz as vice presi-
dential candidate rather than
likely win with a popular, suc-
cessful, and moderate Jewish
Josh Shapiro?

8. If one vice presidential can-
didate went to a war zone to
serve with his deployed unit,
while his counterpart preferred
to retire from the military to
avoid doing the same and lies
about his abdication, how can
the media credibly assert that the
former’s tour was militarily sus-
pect and yet pronounce the lat-
ter’s absence as heroic?

9. If the current president can-
celed his reelection bid because
he was too debilitated and
unpopular, and is now rarely
seen or heard, and if the vice
president is out of Washington
running a campaign in his place,
but avoiding all press confer-
ences, interviews, and unscripted
addresses, who exactly, if any-
one, is running the United States
for the next six months of the
lame duck Biden-Harris admin-
istration?

10. If Trump all summer has
been compared by his enemies to
Hitler and his murderous Third
Reich, and if a 20-year-old
would-be assassin and murderer
with ease took up a sniper’s posi-
tion to kill Trump — without a
notified Secret Service or other
law enforcement attempting to
abort the shooter’s attempted
assassination — what signal
does that send to other would-be
assassins for the next 80 days of

the 2024 campaign?
Is the message that if a 20-

year-old amateur sniper can
brazenly and visibly for nearly
an hour breach all Secret Service
security perimeters to shoot
eight times at the president, hit
him in the ear, kill one innocent
bystander, and wound two oth-
ers, then almost any future,
more-experienced serious shoot-
er could match or exceed the
ability of that disturbed amateur
to get close enough to Trump to
fire more than eight shots at his
head?

And that shooting Trump in
many leftist quarters would sub-
sequently earn the unhinged
killer eternal fame, applause,
and immortality?

And that if there are such
anticipated rewards and per-
ceived opportunities, then we
may well see more attempts on
candidate Trump’s life?

In sum, presidential cam-
paigns traditionally kick off after
Labor Day and mostly follow
accepted protocols. But this
warped 2024 version violates
every prior precedent and is not
just creepy but dangerous —
even before the campaign was
supposed to formally begin.

(Victor Davis Hanson is a dis-
tinguished fellow of the Center
for American Greatness. He is a
classicist and historian at the
Hoover Institution, Stanford
University, and the author of
“The Second World Wars: How
the First Global Conflict Was
Fought and Won,” from Basic
Books. You can reach him by e-
mailing authorvdh@gmail.com.)

The weird, creepy, surreal — and dangerous campaign
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Quick. Think about the state of
American politics. We’re polar-
ized – but why are we polarized?
While there are plenty of reasons
(some have even written whole
books explaining them), our
politicians and elected officials
play a key part.

It’s a political science phenom-
enon called " elite polarization,"
in which the divides among elect-
ed officials spread to their voters,
and the public sorts itself into
ideological and partisan tribes
that mirror what is being signaled
from above. That downward mes-
saging then increases what politi-
cal theorists call " affective polar-
ization," a measure of the level of
antipathy people have for mem-
bers of the opposite political
party.

But not all elected officials are
polarizing Americans – or at
least, not all of them are doing it
equally, according to new
research by political scientists
who report finding that a handful
of "conflict entrepreneurs" in
Congress are essentially pollut-
ing our national political dis-
course and worsening the vibes
of democracy. They spend more
of their time arguing and tossing
out personal attacks than they do
being productive in elected
office.

Using a new artificial intelli-
gence-powered tool they built the
researchers identified the law-
makers who are doing the most to
drive polarization. These fire-
brands "aren’t just uncivil; they
employ ‘nasty rhetoric’ which
attacks the integrity, morality, and
intellect of fellow representa-

tives," the scholars write.
They tend to be Republicans,

more ideologically extreme, and
more likely to hold seats in the
House of Representatives (as
opposed to the Senate). And you
can probably guess who some of
these folks are: Georgia
Republican Rep. Marjorie Taylor
Greene, for example, is the sec-
ond-largest producer of personal
attacks, according to the tool.
Colorado Republican Rep.
Lauren Boebert is the seventh.

Here it’s useful to have a quick
caveat: Both major political par-
ties have conflict entrepreneurs in
their ranks. According to the
researchers, though, there are
more Republican conflict entre-
preneurs than Democratic ones,
and all conflict entrepreneurs
aren't perfectly alike; while the
tool measures the frequency and
rate at which lawmakers level
personal attacks, it doesn't track
how extreme those attacks are.

"Our results suggest that con-
flict entrepreneurs, relative to
policy-focused representatives,
do not convert media attention
into success: they do not raise
more campaign donations, they
do not perform better in elec-
tions, they are assigned to less
powerful committees, and they
do not leverage media attention

to introduce or co-sponsor legis-
lation," the researchers write.

In other words, conflict entre-
preneurs actually lack legitimate
power and influence over govern-
ment processes. But by getting
the most media attention, they
can influence the way the public
sees government work and expe-
riences politics.

The impact of conflict entre-
preneurs has increased as it’s
become even harder for the aver-
age American to cut through the
noise to see how their specific
representatives are behaving. The
collapse of local news, the
shrinking staff of major news
organizations, the nationalizing
of politics at the local and state
level, and the outsized media
attention that these congressional
rabble-rousers receive all obscure
another important conclusion:
most elected officials are pretty
normal.

The overwhelming majority of
federal lawmakers never make a
personal attack or do so in a tiny
fraction of all their communica-
tions in floor speeches, social
media posts, and media appear-
ances. Yet a small number of
polarizing figures has helped
worsen the public’s view of how
divided our government and poli-
tics are.

That mismatch in attention and
knowledge distorts the public’s
view of the state and efficacy of
government. That feeds into a
variety of problems for democra-
cy, breeding cynicism, pes-
simism, disengagement in nation-
al politics and news, and worsen-
ing trust in institutions.

To identify conflict entrepre-
neurs the Polarization Research
Lab created a tool that uses AI to
interpret the speech and rhetoric
of all 535 elected federal law-
makers. That tool, "America’s
Political Pulse," identifies and
classifies lawmakers’ speech into
five different categories and then
ranks lawmakers in each category
for voters to see how politicians
of both major parties spend their
time and employ rhetoric.

The tool also analyzes and
visualizes the places from which
these elected officials get politi-
cal donations, which helps to
illustrate who the politician views
as their primary audience.
Someone like Marjorie Taylor
Greene, for example, spends a
disproportionate amount of time
engaging in personal attacks
across all her platforms, but espe-
cially on social media – and
receives a disproportionate
amount of donations from donors
outside her home state.

The researchers hope to
expand on the findings they’ve
already made, and as the 2024
election ramps up, they hope the
tool can be useful to the public,
the press, and other politicians to
help them better understand the
quality of American political
rhetoric, and to quantify how a
small number of rabble-rousers
worsen our collective political
vibes.

(Christian Paz is a senior poli-
tics reporter at Vox. Based in
Washington, DC, he covers the
trends, issues and movements
changing America's political par-
ties and American identity.)

Everyone hates 'Congress.' But who are you really mad at?

CHRISTIAN
PAZ

tribune media


