PRAISE FOR RUN
"'Run' is a wonderfully conceived, very cleverly carried out novel about the future of American politics. G.R. Kearney has a perfect ear for the habits and absurdities of the press and politicians, and he puts it to very good use with this alternative-reality portrayal of the path voters could take. Once I started reading I didn't stop."
- James Fallows, The Atlantic
"This is a great book for anyone who's dissatisfied with the major party candidates..."
- Larry Potash, WGN News Chicago
"I highly recommend this powerful book."
-Nelson Lee Walker, TenureCorrupts.com
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To Mike Heidkamp, a great teacher who helped me and many others learn to question why so many things aren’t so much better.
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****
A U T H O R ’ S N O T E
This book is, unfortunately, a work of fiction and satire.
While there are elements of truth in it—all the statistics presented are factual, many economists do believe the economy is headed for the toilet, and the United States Congress has by most accounts become increasingly corrupt and ineffective—the events at the center of the story and the main character, Noa Kalakaua, are fictional.
Though a number of recognizable people and publications appear in this book, their involvement in the events documented in this story is completely fictional. None of the media accounts that appear here were actually published elsewhere (with the exception of Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s February 28, 2008 New York Times op-ed piece, which was reprinted with permission from The Times). Everything else was written by me.
It’s fiction. All of it.
Imagine, though, just imagine, if it were true.
****
I N T R O D U C T I O N
What follows is a collection of material printed and broadcast by various news outlets about the 2008 United States presidential election, which is already being hailed as a major turning point in American history.
Over the last 1,278 days, more than 11 billion words were printed or aired in 138 languages on this subject. A pittance of them—approximately 75,000—have been gathered here. In assembling this book the editors were faced with many choices. In making selections we didn’t look for the most complete or most detailed stories, but rather for those stories that most likely shaped public opinion during this remarkable time.
This is nowhere near a complete collection, but rather a highly condensed account of one of the most important and improbable historical events of our lives, one whose repercussions will likely be felt for decades, and possibly centuries.
****
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A M E R I C A N I D O L
“A champion owes everybody something. He can never pay back for all the help he got, for making him an idol.”
—Jack Dempsey
January 2006 – University of Chicago Magazine
The following profile of Noa Kalakaua appeared in the University of Chicago’s alumni magazine. In it, the popular economics professor admits he has toyed with the idea of leaving academia for politics. This was the only hint of Kalakaua’s outsized political ambitions until the inauspicious start to his political career.
Noa Kalakaua takes the pass, dribbles down court, and then slices toward the basket. At the last moment he slips a pass around the lone defender to his teammate, a philosophy major from the College, who drops in an easy lay-up.
Game over. Skins win.
Few here know the speedy guard who shows up for these pickup games is one of the most heralded young economists in the country. The most any of them know is that “he works over at the GSB [the Graduate School of Business].”
That’s exactly where Kalakaua heads after the game. He has meeting with one of his students, a first-year MBA candidate who’s struggling with the microeconomics class he teaches each quarter. Walking swiftly across campus in his blue jeans and hooded sweatshirt, Kalakaua looks more like the students he teaches than the leader of a burgeoning field of study in economics.
Kalakaua, who is only 33 years old, has been hailed by many as the grandfather of his field, which explores the connection between political contributions and the development of public policy. Voters and politicians have long complained about the perceived link between policy and pocketbooks. But until Kalakaua, no one had rigorously investigated it.
His findings are disturbing. “It’s a fact that money, usually in the form of campaign contributions, buys political influence,” Kalakaua says. “Politicians are dependent on contributions to finance reelection bids. They need the money and go to great lengths to ensure that donors get something in return so that they’ll keep giving. The result is that relatively small contributions have an undue influence on the direction of public policy.”
Kalakaua shares an example he discovered in his research to illustrate how it works. “We came across a young company in the Midwest that was trying to compete with a much larger established competitor. It should have been a David trouncing Goliath story. The young company had developed a product that was more efficient, cheaper, and better for the environment. Switching to the new company’s products could’ve saved Federal and State governments tens of millions of dollars. But the established competitor made at least $250,000 in contributions each year to politicians who controlled spending on these items. The young company, despite developing a better product, failed and went out of business.”
Kalakaua and colleagues from the Harris School of Public Policy [see sidebar] have, through previous research, proven this link exists. That work earned Kalakaua the prestigious John Bates Clark Medal, awarded annually to an economist under the age of 40 who has made a significant contribution to economic thought.
Kalakaua is now taking his work a step further by trying to quantify the effect of the pocketbook policy link. “It’s basically a tax,” Kalakaua says. “Every taxpayer in this country is paying extra so that certain politicians can be more easily reelected.”
Today, no one knows the exact size of the tax. Kalakaua wants to change that. He hopes the answer will inspire the American people to demand change. “Much of our government operates on a system of widely sanctioned bribery and we all suffer because of it,” Kalakaua says. “It’s very inefficient. And it’s filthy. But today no one cares.”
He thinks putting a dollar figure on the waste may change that. Kalakaua isn’t aiming for publication in a prestigious economic journal. “I hope to spread this research far and wide. It’s great if economists read about this. But I want ordinary Americans, doctors, teachers, lawyers, truck drivers to know what’s going on. This will never change unless those people demand change. And they won’t demand change unless they understand the issues. But it must change.”
Kalakaua is passionate about the subject. When he speaks about it, he sounds like a reform minded politician on the campaign trail.
Kalakaua admits he has toyed briefly with the idea of leaving academia for politics. “It’s really just toying, though. I think it’s very hard for anyone to be elected to a legislative position in the federal government without giving up most all of their integrity. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about how someone could do it, but I haven’t come up with an answer.”
Kalakaua believes the country must change. He believes the consistent overspending, misspending, and lack of legislative and regulatory focus by the United States Congress could contribute to, or even cause, a major economic crisis. And he wants to change that. Desperately. Unlike many, Kalakaua believes he can accomplish more from the sidelines, working as an academic, than from the trenches. “As a researcher,” he says, “I am completely free and independent to look for the best answers and solutions. Unfortunately, that’s not true for most politicians.”
January 20, 2006 – The Wall Street Journal
The following opinion piece by 91-year-old former Yale University economics professor Robert Murphy appeared in The Wall Street Journal on Friday January 20, 2006. The Journal has a circulation of over 2 million people and is the newspaper of record in the American business community. The editorial, like others published both in The Journal and in other newspapers that predicted a major economic downturn, was largely ignored. Over time, it has become clear that Murphy was one of the first to identify the significance of and link between the two issues that came to dominate the 2008 presidential election. With a better understanding of the Internet and the power of celebrity—Murphy did not own a TV or a computer—he might have been able to predict the outcome, too.
As voters, pundits, and journalists begin to speculate about who will run to become the 44th president of the United States in 2008, I find myself asking a slightly different question—who is crazy enough to actually want the job?
Unless Congress begins to act (appropriately), there’s a good chance our economy may be headed toward Depression era hardship some time during the next president’s term. And he or she, unfortunately, won’t be able to do much about it.
Two major problems await the next president: the economy and Congress.
First, the economy. In 2005, the government collected $2.14 trillion dollars in revenue (i.e. taxes). During the same year, the government’s unfunded liabilities (money owed to or promised to other people) were estimated to be somewhere between $45 and $50 trillion dollars.
To understand the ramifications of this, consider the following figures, which may be easier to understand. The amount the government owes other people is currently 23 times greater than its annual income. Imagine if this was true for you. With a salary of $100,000 you’d owe other people $2,300,000. Does it sound manageable? Don’t forget your $100,000 has to pay for food, gas, movies, clothes, and of course your interest payments.
For the interest payments, let’s assume that only 20% of the money you owe—$460,000—charges you interest (think of this as your mortgage and credit card debt). You’ve promised the rest to help your parents in retirement or to help pay for college for yours and your sister’s kids. Let’s also assume you’ve found an attractive mortgage rate and a benevolent credit card company so your interest payments are only 12% year. That means you’d owe $55,200 every year in interest payments alone.
If you got yourself into the situation above, you’d have two options: i) pay off your debt or ii) go bankrupt. The next president is facing an eerily similar situation. Actually it will likely be a good deal worse. Some projections show the government’s unfunded liabilities climbing as high as $60 trillion (roughly $500,000 per taxpayer) by the time the next president takes office. Just as you have to pay off your mortgage and credit card debt, this is money the government owes other people. Don’t forget that the next president will have access to only $2-$3 trillion of revenue annually, depending on how the economy performs.
The next president’s options are the same as yours: i) pay off the liabilities or ii) go bankrupt. In order to pay down the debt, the next president will have to raise your taxes, unless the economy begins growing at 25% per year (which it won’t).
But, you say, what we’ve been doing has worked pretty well for this long. Who’s to say it can’t continue? I’m saying it. And someday politicians will be saying it, too. Just like the consumer with a salary of $100,000 and liabilities of over $2 million, more and more of the government’s income is being used to pay interest on debt. If this problem isn’t corrected, the day will come when most of the money the government collects from us in the form of taxes will be used to pay interest and to pay down debt. When that happens, most other government services will be cut back or cut completely. Such an outcome would be catastrophic, especially for the poor and elderly.
Unfortunately, the next president won’t be able to do much about this because his or her hands will be tied by our increasingly gridlocked and corrupt Congress. The problem with Congress is much simpler than the economy. Congress doesn’t work the way it was intended to. Today virtually all members of the House and Senate are career politicians. As a result, they’re focused more on getting reelected than on making decisions that are good for the country.
In order to get reelected, most politicians avoid controversial votes, stay loyal to their parties, and spend a lot of their time raising money. The result is a legislative body that passes very little meaningful legislation, but bickers constantly with the other side so as to look busy to constituents.
Even if the next president comes to office with a brilliant plan to repair the economy and reduce the debt, it will be virtually impossible to enact any of it. The members of the House and Senate will, at best, tear apart and change the legislation. At worst, they’ll simply bury it and will refuse to vote on it (they’ve done this when faced with similar bills in the past).
Few economists debate that we are headed for an economic reckoning. More dramatic younger writers might say “there will be blood in the streets.” Either way, Radical steps must be taken to avert a major economic and financial crisis. Unfortunately, the next President’s hands will be tied, and he or she will likely preside over and be blamed for the worst economic downturn in modern history.
That brings me back to my original question. Why would anyone want the job? Anyone who decides to run simply doesn’t understand the economic issues facing this country. If they did, the only running they’d do would be in the other direction. This doesn’t bode well for our futures.
June 25, 2006 – The Washington Post
This story appeared on the front page of The Washington Post, which has a Sunday circulation of approximately 930,000 readers. Similar stories appeared in virtually every national newspaper and news magazine between May and July, 2006. In attempting to explain the unlikely events of the 2008 election, numerous presidential scholars have said that a perfect storm of favorable factors—many of which are detailed in the story below—created once-in-a-lifetime opportunities for a number of candidates.
In the coming weeks and months, a number of politicians will formally enter the 2008 presidential election, the first one since 1952 without an incumbent president or vice-president as a candidate.
While there’s a great deal of speculation about who may run, there are no clear favorites. The race, for the first time in decades, is wide open. In this piece, the first installment of a three-day Q&A with Post political writers, Burt Constable attempts to answer the following questions: Does it matter that no incumbents are running? Why?
Short answer: Yes, it matters. I suspect we’re going to see a race unlike anything seen before in modern politics. With no clear favorites, there will be more candidates with some chance of winning, more competition, more money spent, and a much much longer election season.
Long answer: The absence of an incumbent presents a unique opportunity both for veteran candidates who haven’t been able to win, like Joe Biden, John Kerry, John McCain, John Edwards, and Dennis Kucinich and for a slew of newer less established candidates who under normal circumstances couldn’t unseat an incumbent.
Since 1952—the last election without an incumbent—incumbent presidents or vice-presidents have won seven of the thirteen elections in which they’ve run. When incumbent presidents have run, they’ve won six of nine elections (the three exceptions being Ford, Carter, and Bush).
University of Virginia political science professor Jay McGillen says “the real advantage for the incumbent presidents is that they run unopposed or virtually unopposed in the primaries. They can devote attention to their general election campaign from day one.”
The absence of an incumbent president or VP in this election means both the Republican and Democratic primaries will be loaded with candidates. McGillen says these are ideal conditions for a third-party candidate to gain some momentum. “They’ll never win, but we’ve seen before how third party candidates like [Ross] Perot and [Ralph] Nader can influence the outcome.”
With the country divided over Iraq and Congress mired in an ongoing partisan battle, there’s a great deal at stake in this election. The two major parties will begin promoting their candidates early in an effort to get an edge over the opposition. This early push will draw the newer, less experienced fringe candidates into the race at the same time.
In the face of this unprecedented level of competition, the fringe candidates will have to do a great deal to separate themselves from the noise. Long before most presidential elections, most voters have some sense of who will be running in the general election and what issues they’ll be running on.
In this election, it’s impossible to predict much of anything. One thing, though, is clear. There will be many different voices and different perspectives. Those voters who believe that real change in Washington is necessary will have a rare opportunity to vote for change.
So, does it matter that no incumbents are running? Yes, very much so. Why? Because such a wide open race creates uncertainty and uncertainty creates opportunity. One or two politicians—maybe grizzled veterans, maybe newcomers—will take advantage of the opportunity. American voters, who are so often limited to one or two viable candidates, will have an opportunity to dramatically affect the direction of this country.
August 13, 2006 – Birmingham News
This story appeared on the front page of The Birmingham News, the newspaper of record in Birmingham, Alabama and, with a Sunday circulation of 175,000 readers, the state’s largest newspaper. The story was also carried by all the local TV stations and reached over 600,000 people in greater Birmingham. Similar stories appeared in newspapers and on TV in other cities selected to hold auditions.
Birmingham has been selected to host auditions for the sixth season of American Idol, Fox’s hit reality TV show.
Mayor Larry Langford held a brief press conference on Saturday to announce the tryouts and expressed his excitement about Birmingham’s opportunity to participate in Idol, which he said “has become a national phenomenon.”
“Those of us in Birmingham know we’re a world-class city, and it’s clear that the people at Fox know it, too.” Langford also spoke at length about the economic benefits he expected from American Idol’s Birmingham stop.
The auditions held in Birmingham and six other American cities are the first step in the sixth season of the American Idol contest, which is designed to discover rising talent in the music industry.
The winner of the contest, which will be broadcast between January and May, receives a recording contract with a major record label. In its first five years, American Idol has discovered and launched the careers of Kelly Clarkson, Clay Aiken, Carrie Underwood, and local favorites Bo Bice and Taylor Hicks.
Before heading to the Birmingham auditions, which will be held at the Birmingham-Jefferson Convention Complex on August 21, aspiring singers should get familiar with the rules and the process. You can only audition if you’re under 35 (this is a new rule, the previous age limit had been 28), don’t already have a record deal or talent management agreement, are a legal citizen of the United States, and are eligible to work full-time in the United States.
Registration for the Birmingham auditions begins at 8:00 AM on August 19 and runs through August 20. You cannot audition unless you register. Registering, though, does not guarantee you a chance to audition. If the auditions run long, some people may get skipped, though American Idol spokesperson Kristen Rounds says the show’s producers “go to great lengths to avoid excluding any aspiring stars.”
Thousands of people are expected to audition in Birmingham. Rounds says that anywhere between 5 and 45 of them could advance to the next round in Hollywood. A total of 150 to 200 contestants will advance to the Hollywood round. 24 will move on from there to the final round, where singers are eliminated during broadcasts of the show based on votes from viewers.
The show has been immensely successful for Fox and is easily the most popular reality game show on television. Last year’s season finale drew 36 million viewers.
The other cities holding first-round auditions for the upcoming season include Los Angeles, Memphis, Minneapolis, New York/East Rutherford, San Antonio, and Seattle.
January 7, 2007 – The Chicago Tribune
Three with Chicago ties
The following story appeared in The Chicago Tribune, which has a weekday circulation of more than 566,000 readers. The Associated Press also published a broader story in the wake of Fox’s announcement that was picked up by a variety of online, broadcast and print media outlets with a combined daily readership in excess of 105 million.
Producers of Fox’s hit reality TV show American Idol announced the contestants who will appear on the show’s sixth season, set to begin airing next month. Three have ties to Chicago.
The 24 semi-finalists, selected after two rounds of auditions, will compete against one another in the interactive game show, which has become one of the most popular and successful franchises on TV. One of them will be crowned the American Idol and will win a $1 million record deal with Sony/BMG.
Leslie Hunt, a 24-year-old dog walker and student from Chicago, made it to the semi-final round on the strength of her audition in Los Angeles. Hunt, a graduate of Roosevelt University, has battled Lupus since her childhood. She’s a regular in the Chicago cover band Mark Twang.
Gina Glocksen, a 22-year-old dental hygienist from Naperville, made it to the final round after numerous tries. Glocksen, who unsuccessfully auditioned for season two and season five of Idol, was passed over in the first round of this season’s auditions in Los Angeles. That didn’t stop her, though. She traveled to Memphis and auditioned again, this time successfully.
Noa Kalakaua, a 33-year old associate professor of economics at the University of Chicago’s Graduate School of Business, grew up singing in the Church choir on the Hawaiian island of Lanai, where he also learned to play the guitar, ukulele and bamboo pipes. Kalakaua is the beneficiary of a recent rule change by the show’s producers. In an effort to increase the diversity of contestants, they’ve upped the maximum age of contestants from 28 to 34.
“It’s just something we’re tinkering with,” said Jeff Toppel, one of Idol’s assistant producers. “We’re thrilled with the contestants we’ve been able to attract, but we wanted to see what might happen by bringing in some slightly more seasoned folks. It shouldn’t be considered a permanent change.”
Kalakaua, who qualified for the show at a Birmingham, AL, audition, played guitar and sang in a garage band while an undergrad at the University of Chicago. He had less time for music while pursuing his PhD. “It was, for the most part, a lot of bad karaoke,” he says.
Kalakaua will take the stage on February 20 with the other 11 male contestants. Glocksen, Hunt, and the female contestants will begin their competition on February 21.
March 9, 2007 – USA TODAY
This story appeared in USA Today, a national newspaper with a daily circulation of more than 2.2 million readers. The Associated Press released a similar story that was picked up by over 130 electronic and print news outlets around the United States.
And then there were 12.
Last night, the American Idol audience voted four contestants off the show and reduced the remaining field to 12, half of its original size. Gone are Antonella Barba, Jared Cotter, Sundance Head, and Sabrina Sloan.
Barba, the 20-year-old Point Pleasant, NJ, resident, recently made headlines when racy photos said to be of her surfaced on the Internet. Some television critics speculated the photos were part of a campaign to increase audience awareness of Barba, whose singing had never impressed the show’s three judges, Paula Abdul, Simon Cowell, and Randy Jackson.
Cotter, a native of Kew Gardens, NY, and a former college basketball player, was eliminated despite what the judges felt were very solid performances.
Sloan, a Studio City, CA, resident who toured with the show Hairspray, was also impressive with her assortment of love songs, but it wasn’t enough for the audience.
Bearded Texas rocker Sundance Head didn’t impress viewers with his renditions of rock and roll favorites including “Mustang Sally,” “Nights in White Satin,” and Pearl Jam’s hit “Jeremy.”
Sanjaya Malakar, the 17-year old from Federal Way, WA, managed to advance into the final 12 despite continuing criticism from Idol’s three judges and radio shock jock Howard Stern, who asked listeners to identify the worst singer on American Idol in a recent poll. Malakar won by a landslide.
Malakar says he’s happy he’s made it as far as he has. In response to the suggestion that his success may be the result of the audience feeling bad for him, he said, “I don’t buy that for a minute. There’s too much talent here. I’m just going to keep advancing as far as I can.”
It’s hard to identify any favorites, though the judges have been very supportive of Melinda Doolittle, Blake Lewis, and Phil Stacey.
Favorites for early elimination include Malakar, Stephanie Edwards, and Noa Kalakaua, the Hawaiian economist from the University of Chicago, whose eclectic musical tastes seem to be annoying the judges. So far, Kalakaua has performed songs by Louis Prima, Woody Guthrie, and Garth Brooks. In his audition, he performed the Hawaiian favorite “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” by Israel Kamakawiwo’ole and a John Legend R&B track.
Historically, that sort of variety hasn’t impressed judges, who are sometimes criticized for looking for the most marketable act rather than the most musically talented competitor.
The next Idol broadcast will be March 14 on Fox.
May 1, 2007 – Associated Press
The following article was released by the Associated Press at 10:21 EST, shortly after the conclusion of the American Idol broadcast. The story was immediately fed into the websites of more than 200 media outlets in the United States. Over the next two days, some version of the story appeared in over 100 newspapers with a total circulation of over 32 million people and was also documented on a number of TV news shows. Over the following week, related stories appeared in numerous celebrity and news magazines.
Last night’s American Idol broadcast included a bizarre and somewhat heated confrontation between contestant Noa Kalakaua, who has surprised many by making it this far in the show, and judge Simon Cowell, who has become famous for offering brutally honest critiques of Idol contestants.
The fireworks began when Kalakaua took the stage after Gwen Stevens, a 29-year-old contestant from Kansas City, MO. Stevens , who at one point had been considered a favorite, has lost momentum over the last two shows. Her performances have prompted harsh criticism from the judges, especially Cowell, and have resulted in sagging vote totals.
American Idol does not publish the totals from voting, but does indentify the bottom three finishers each week. Stevens was in this group during the April 18 Idol results episode, but she managed to avoid elimination.
Stevens ’ performance of the song “Run to Me” tonight provoked harsh criticism from Cowell. “To start,” Cowell said, “that was just awful. The singing was awful. Most of the people at home could probably see that. You lacked passion. I’m beginning to think you may lack talent, too. Your singing is getting worse, not better.”
After more conciliatory comments from judges Randy Jackson and Paula Abdul, Cowell took over again. “While I’m on the subject of your shortcomings, I should also point out that you’re no Jennifer Hudson.” Hudson, a contestant who was eliminated early in season three, has gone on to a successful career in both singing and acting that included an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress for her role in the movie Dreamgirls. “Take a close look at Jennifer Hudson,” Cowell said to Stevens . “If you want to be successful in this business, that’s about as much as you can get away with. Do you understand me?”
Stevens appeared perplexed. Her lip then quivered briefly. She struggled to maintain her composure before turning and running from the stage. Cowell’s comment may have referred to Stevens ’ weight—she is one of the heavier female contestants on the show. Hudson, who does not have the lithe look of many pop stars, is trimmer than Stevens .
Kalakaua took the stage next to perform the Beck song “Loser.” But before singing he marched to the judges’ table, pointed at Cowell, and said “You know you’re a real [expletive]. She’s [Stevens ] back there sobbing.”
“I’m not here to make people feel good,” Cowell snapped. “I’m here to make them better. And you’re here to sing, so why don’t you get to it.”
“Oh, is that how you justify it to yourself? You’re helping people get better. I’d say you’re treating people subhuman. I’m sure your producers tell you to do it. I’m sure people watch because of that. But you crossed the line tonight. You treated a woman, a mother, she’s got kids, completely subhuman in front of a national TV audience.”
“It’s your turn to sing,” Cowell said.
“I’ll sing,” Kalakaua said, “and you’ll tell them to vote me off and I hope they do so she can stay. And I hope you get a hold of yourself, because you’re out of control.”
“Sing,” Cowell said.
“Don’t trample on someone else’s dignity, even if your producers tell you to do it.”
“Sing, now.”
Kalakaua sang. Cowell said nothing during the judges’ comments. It’s unclear whether Kalakaua has been sanctioned in any way by the show’s producers for his outburst. It’s also unclear why they elected to show the exchange between Kalakaua and Cowell. The show is not aired live and their tussle could have easily been edited out. Neither Cowell nor any of the show’s producers were willing to comment.
May 23, 2007 – Associated Press
Within minutes of the conclusion of the final results episode, a writer from the Associated Press’s Los Angeles bureau posted the following story. By that time, the news had already been posted on scores of blogs, the exact number of which unfortunately cannot be obtained. Some form of the Associated Press story appeared in well over 200 daily newspapers around the world the following day. The story was also repurposed and distributed through thousands of websites throughout the world within a matter of minutes. It’s difficult to assess how many people may have been exposed to the news, but media experts estimate the number is somewhere between 175 and 250 million.
Noa Kalakaua edged out Melinda Doolittle to become the second consecutive male American Idol winner. Kalakaua received 51.3% of the 74 million votes cast during the voting period on May 22. Doolittle, a 29-year-old from Brentwood, TN, finished second with 48.7% of the votes. Kalakaua’s win over Doolittle marked the smallest margin of victory in the show’s six-year history.
Kalakaua is a 34-year-old economics professor at the University of Chicago’s Graduate School of Business, where his research focuses on irrationality in economic decisions, particularly in government and public service.
Kalakaua, unlike most American Idol contestants, was not attempting to make a career in the music business when chosen for the show. It’s unclear how, if at all, he will balance life as an academic and his new life as a pop star.
Melinda Doolittle, the runner-up, won’t have the same problem. Doolittle, a career back-up singer who lives just outside Nashville, TN, will likely be able to use her strong finish to land a record deal.
Many other Idol veterans who failed to win the show have gone on to have successful careers in music. Most notable may be Jennifer Hudson, who was eliminated early in Idol’s third season but went on to co-star in the film adaptation of the Broadway musical Dreamgirls, a role for which she won an Academy Award.
Kalakaua doesn’t have the professional music pedigree of Doolittle. He grew up on the Hawaiian island of Lanai, located just west of Maui, where he sang in the choir at Sacred Hearts Catholic Church and learned to play a handful of Hawaiian instruments.
As an undergraduate at the University of Chicago, Kalakaua was part of a small garage band, but he left music behind when he entered the economics PhD program at the school.
The future, though, is indisputably bright for both Kalakaua and Doolittle. American Idol has proved over the last five seasons to be very good at identifying viable musical talent. Four of the five albums made by American Idol winners have sold more than 2 million copies.
Second place finishers have fared well, too. Clay Aiken, the season 2 runner-up, sold nearly 2.8 million copies of his debut album and sold another 1.4 million copies of his “Merry Christmas with Love” album.
Kalakaua, like all Idol winners, wins a $1 million deal with Sony/BMG music. American Idol maintains a relationship with Sony/BMG that allows the show to collect a share of the revenues generated by the album sales of the show’s stars. Kalakaua will also be managed by 19 Management, a talent management company affiliated with Fox and the show.
****
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N O A S H O W A
“If I can go from burglar for the government to talk show host, you can go from entertainer to congressman.”
—G. Gordon Liddy
June 24, 2007 – The Los Angeles Times
Long campaigns, voter fatigue may favor candidates yet to enter
This story, which appeared on the front page of The Los Angeles Times, was the first to speculate about how the unprecedented length of the 2008 presidential campaign might affect voters and, possibly, the outcome of the election. The Times has a Sunday circulation of approximately 1.2 million. Similar stories appeared soon thereafter on National Public Radio, in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Austin American Statesman. Newsweek and Time also ran multi-page stories about the same subject.
The 2008 presidential campaign is already nearly a year old.
And it’s June. Of 2007.
Though there are still sixteen months before the election, the race is already packed with candidates. From the Republican Party, Arizona senator John McCain, former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney, and former New York mayor Rudy Giuliani have thrown their hats into the ring. Former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee and California Congressman Duncan Hunter have formed exploratory committees and will likely enter the race.
On the Democratic side, New York senator Hillary Rodham Clinton, Former North Carolina senator John Edwards, Ohio congressman Dennis Kucinich, Illinois senator Barack Obama, and New Mexico Governor Bill Richardson, have all officially announced their candidacies. Connecticut senator Christopher Dodd and former Alaska senator Mike Gravel, have formed exploratory committees and will likely enter.
The race, for a number of reasons, is shaping up to be a historic one.
This year’s election marks the first time since 1952, when Dwight Eisenhower was elected, that a presidential campaign won’t include an incumbent president or vice-president.
The wide open race has drawn large numbers of candidates who are raising and spending unprecedented amounts of money incredibly early in the campaign season.
Many states have vowed to or are considering rescheduling the dates of their primaries in an effort to increase the role they play in selecting the major party candidates.
“Never before has so much money been spent so early in an election,” says William Webb, a professor of political science and mass media at Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine. “There are more candidates and their campaigns are longer, which means we’ll see more of the [candidates] than we have in any previous election.”
Webb thinks all the exposure could result in voter fatigue. “Voters and non-voters are going to get bored quickly. They’re going to see the same candidates saying the same thing for a year and a half. This could create an opportunity for a candidate to come into the race late, but very quickly garner support.”
This effect could benefit candidates like Al Gore and Fred Thompson. Though neither have entered the race, both were included in a recent poll from Quinnipiac University.
Speculation has also swirled around the plans of New York mayor Michael Bloomberg, the billionaire founder of Bloomberg Financial News Company. Earlier this month, Bloomberg, a lifetime Democrat who ran for mayor of New York as a Republican, announced that he was leaving the Republican Party to become an independent.
Such a move would allow Bloomberg to mount a campaign not unlike that of Ross Perot, the billionaire founder of EDS, who won more than 18% of the popular vote in the 1992 election while running on the Reform Party ticket. Bloomberg’s fortune is estimated to be well above $5 billion, plenty to self-finance a very aggressive presidential campaign.
Alison Neumer, a political science professor at the University of Chicago and founder of the political blog RealPolitikoo, says Bloomberg is still a long shot. “The bottom line is that independent and third party candidates in this country don’t win presidential elections, even when they have unfettered access to money.”
Neumer, though, says the attention Bloomberg, Fred Thompson, and Al Gore are currently getting suggests that “the public isn’t satisfied with the major party candidates in the race. People who haven’t even expressed an interest in running are now polling well ahead of candidates who have been on the campaign trail for months.”
The next president, Neumer says, “may not be anywhere near this race right now. It’s possible that neither of the two major party nominees has entered the race yet. There’s still so much time.”
Webb fears all that time may cause voters to disengage. “I’m afraid we’re going to see the voters grow tired. When they’re tired, they make lazy decisions. They don’t think about issues. Hopefully something will happen that will keep this election fresh.”
Time will tell. And there’s still plenty of time left.
July 3, 2007 – Associated Press
The following story was released by the Associated Press at 1:35 PM EST on July 3, 2007. The story was immediately published on the websites of over 200 media outlets in the United States. The following day, this story or an expanded version of it appeared in 137 newspapers with a combined circulation of 27,000,000. In the 24-hour period following the release of the story, the Noa Showa website attracted 1,238,430 unique visitors.
American Idol winner Noa Kalakaua is trading the recording studio for a TV studio.
The winner of the sixth season of American Idol will not record an album, the usual course of action for Idol winners. Instead, Kalakaua will host a new television talk show, the Noa Showa, on Friday nights on Fox.
Kalakaua and a group of Fox executives made the announcement this morning in a news-conference at Fox Entertainment Group’s New York Headquarters.
The show’s full title is “The Noa Showa: News & Talk with a Tattooed Economist that will make you Smarter, Funnier, and Sexier.” The first broadcast of the weekly show will be on Friday August 17, 2007. The show will appear at 9:00 PM on Fridays in all time zones.
Friday nights are a notoriously difficult time for television shows—industry insiders often refer to it as the Friday Night as “the Death Slot” because so many shows have failed there.
The exact format of Kalakaua’s show was not revealed at the press conference, though a release issued by Fox said the show will be “part Letterman, part Larry King, part Colbert, and part Saturday Night Live.” The show will have news and talk components, guests, and music.
“Noa’s vision, though,” according to Fox spokesman Scot Cockroft, “is to deal with ideas. In that sense, he wants the show to be very edgy and different from what else is out there.”
Idol watchers and music industry executives are dumbfounded by Kalakaua’s decision.
Graham Blackwell, a producer at Sony/BMG, the label that releases albums for American Idol contestants and winners, said, “To me, the decision doesn’t make any sense. He’s a sure thing right now, a bankable commodity. If he produces an album it will sell between two and four million copies and launch his career.”
The television show, given the performance of recent new shows from Fox, will be much less of a sure thing.
Kalakaua, though, seems confident in his ability to succeed. “We think we’ve identified a gap in programming. There aren’t many shows that engage with ideas in a meaningful way and entertain. We think this combination will be attractive to viewers. If it is, the American people will eventually see it as a source of provocative and insightful entertainment and information.”
Many, though, will continue to question the wisdom of his decision. “He’s an American Idol, for God’s sakes,” said Blackwell. “He could have anything he wants. Why this?”
July 8, 2007 – The New York Times
This lengthy editorial appeared four days after the press conference announcing Fox would create a talk show for American Idol winner Noa Kalakaua. The New York Times has a Sunday circulation of 1,627,000 readers throughout the United States. Pieces voicing similar sentiments from editorial writers, op-ed columnists, and entertainment/media critics appeared in at least 67 newspapers in the week after the announcement of the Noa Showa.
We have long had reservations about Fox’s explosive hit reality TV show American Idol. For an explanation, we’ll turn to musician Bob Dylan, who seems to share our sentiments. “Music can save people,” Dylan said, “but it can’t in the commercial way it’s being used. It’s just too much. It’s pollution.”
Music is big business. Very big business. That isn’t the problem. Music has always been big business. The recording industry made hundreds and hundreds of millions dollars selling Mr. Dylan’s many records, just as they did with the music of Ray Charles, U2, Johnny Cash, and the Dave Matthews Band.
Unfortunately, in this time of diminishing record sales tied to the widespread adoption of online music stores and illegal file sharing programs, it’s much easier and more cost-effective to manufacture predictable but often vapid pop acts than it is to produce records for a musical group building a legion of loyal fans the old fashioned way, by touring around the country and playing songs they’ve written themselves to smaller crowds in more intimate venues (see also Johnny Cash, Dave Matthews, U2, and Ray Charles).
The music industry instead finds attractive young men and women, or in some cases boys and girls, and molds them into pop stars with complex voice enhancing software programs, makeup artists, and music videos. When it’s time for these new young artists to tour, they can easily fill 20,000 seat arenas.
Our main complaint about American Idol is that it contributes to this phenomenon. Fox insists the show finds undiscovered musical talent. We think it manufactures unknown musical talent. Finalists for the show aren’t chosen because they write beautiful music, have already won over 10,000 fans in Omaha, or have developed powerful musical instincts by writing, recording, and performing their own songs for years. They’re chosen for their marketability.
Noa Kalakaua, the most recent winner of the American Idol contest, is currently preparing not to make a record but rather to launch a weekly news and talk show on Fox. We feel compelled to say that Mr. Kalakaua belongs at the helm of a talk show even less than he belongs in a recording studio.
He knows nothing about managing a talk show. It’s not an easy job. Mr. Kalakaua has no experience as a stand-up comedian, newscaster, or political pundit. He’s an economist. His show will be as empty and misguided as much of the music that’s currently being produced. Fox, incidentally, says the show will make viewers smarter, funnier, and sexier.
It seems American Idols can do everything. They just can’t do anything as well as the pros who have been doing it for years.
August 15, 2007 – The Los Angeles Times
This story by Paul Redman, a Los Angeles Times television critic, appeared in the Entertainment section of The Los Angeles Times. The Times has a weekday circulation of over 800,000 people. Other stories in which media and entertainment critics predicted doom and gloom for the Noa Showa appeared in newspapers and news magazines around the country in the run up to the first show.
Noa Kalakaua, winner of season 6 of American Idol, recently traded his $1 million record deal and a virtual guarantee that he’d sell 2 million copies of whatever debut he and Sony/BMG produced for the opportunity to create a talk show—for far less money—that will air on Friday nights on Fox. The show debuts this Friday.
Rather than trying to explain Kalakaua’s seemingly inexplicable decision, let’s consider his chances for success.
Here are some basic facts.
Kalakaua is an economist. He earned a PhD in economics from the University of Chicago and now teaches at the Graduate School of Business there.
Aside from some brief interviews after a high school basketball games and American Idol, Kalakaua has never before appeared on TV. He’s never worked in the TV industry. He’s never hosted a TV or a radio show. Though he seems to have a decent sense of humor, he’s never done stand-up comedy and has never been in a position where he’s had to make people laugh.
Kalakaua’s show will appear weekly on Friday nights. People who work in the TV industry call this the “Friday Night Death Slot” because the vast majority of shows that air on Friday nights die. Most of them do it quickly.
The death slot effect is magnified on Fox, which has assembled a staggering list of Friday night failures that includes the following forgettable shows: The Adventures of Brisco County, Jr.; M.A.N.T.I.S.; Strange Luck; VR.5; Brimstone; Greed; Dark Angel; The Lone Gunmen; Fastlane; Firefly; John Doe; Wanda at Large; Playing It Straight; Wonderfalls; and Jonny Zero.
Remember the magical first episode of Wanda at Large?
Neither do we.
A year from now, Noa Kalakaua’s new talk show will have joined this list. Kalakaua and Fox likely have some sort of splashy debut planned for Friday, though very little is being said publicly. The show’s website doesn’t offer any more details. It contains only a photo of Kalakaua and twenty words. “The Noa Showa: News & Talk with a Tattooed Economist that will make YOU Smarter, Funnier & Sexier. Coming Friday August 17, 2007.”
The show’s producers aren’t hiding the fact that Kalakaua is an economist. And they shouldn’t. Economists are no longer assumed to be number crunching uber dweebs. Steven Levitt, another University of Chicago economist, recently collaborated with New York Times writer Stephen J. Dubner to author the best-selling book Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything. The book has sold 3 million copies and economists are now very much en vogue. With Dubner and Levitt working on another book, economists’ day in the sun may last a bit longer.
But will an economist—even one as good looking as Kalakaua—make for a good talk show? The answer is probably not. Hosting a talk show isn’t as easy as it looks. Great talk show hosts are the result of years and years of practice. Some start as stand-up comics. Some start on TV news. Some start as associate producers on the show. It will be incredibly difficult for Kalakaua, who’s never worked in the industry, to step in and look even remotely competent as the host of this show.
In the end, as long as the Noa Showa is slotted on Fridays, it probably doesn’t matter. “The bottom line is that people simply don’t like to watch TV on Friday nights,” says Brett Syvertsen, a professor of mass media at USC’s Annenberg School for Communication. He says the major networks have spent millions and millions of dollars trying to figure out what people want on Friday nights, but that “they still don’t know.”
“Some people just want to wind down time after a long week,” Syvertsen says. “For others it’s gear up time for a weekend of fun and partying. In either case, TV doesn’t seem to fit in, at least not most of the TV that’s broadcast on Fridays.”
Syvertsen also says that Fridays now suffer from viewer bias. “Most folks who watch TV are aware of the death slot phenomenon, even if they’ve never heard those words. They know the shows that appear on Fridays usually aren’t very good. So, if they’re looking to wind down on a Friday, they rent a DVD.”
Even if Kalakaua’s show somehow defies the odds and turns out to be good, the odds are that it won’t succeed.
August 17, 2007 – Tvsquad.com
This story was posted on TVsquad.com, a blog that reviews television shows, less than one hour after the completion of the West Coast broadcast of the Noa Showa. TVsquad.com attracts an average of 140,000 unique visitors per day and generates an average of 179,000 page views per day. The complete text of this blog post was viewed by over 40,000 people. Within twelve hours of the completion of the first broadcasts, significant posts had been made on over 40 major entertainment blogs. A study of these reviews and posts shows that more than 70% would have been characterized as positive.
The first broadcast of the Noa Showa was different. Very different. But different can be good.
Anyone who watches any of the evening talk shows knows there’s a formula. Open with music. Voiceover plug of the events/skits/topics/guests that will be included in the show. Introduction of host, who strides confidently onto set. Host’s opening monologue, which tied to current events and full of generally amusing jokes…
The Noa Showa was different.
There was music and an introduction, but no grand entrance. When the voiceover introduced Kalakaua, the cameras swung toward the stage, where two leather sofas were set up around a funky coffee table made of old wooden file boxes. The crowd cheered. The camera zoomed toward the left side of the stage. At home, watching, I fully expected Kalakaua to run onto the set for this, his first show. But he didn’t appear. The music continued to play.
The cheering intensified. At home, I was starting to worry this TV rookie was making a mistake. Was he still getting his make-up done? Did he have his schedule wrong? How in the hell could they have started the show without him? The camera made a couple quick moves, as if the cameraman was confused. It panned across the stage to the other door. The audience got even louder. Kalakaua didn’t emerge from the door on the right side either. The camera swung away from the door and panned into the audience. Where is the host? What is going on?
At this point, I’m thinking that the show will be one and done. You can’t make a mistake like this and live to fight another day. The crowd was still cheering loudly. The camera panned slowly to the left toward a cluster of people who were even more raucous. A couple of them were pointing toward the floor. They were sitting next to an aisle. The camera pulled in closer and then moved down to the aisle.
There was Noa Kalakaua, sitting on the floor of the aisle, leaning back, laying almost, resting his elbows on one of the steps in the aisle. He held a microphone in his right hand. He wore blue jeans and an untucked light yellow short sleeved collared shirt. He did not wear a suit.
Once the camera found him, the crowd went ape. When the noise finally died down, Kalakaua said, “Hi, I’m Noa Kalakaua and this is the Noa Showa.” The crowd went wild again. Kalakaua, still sitting in the aisle, smiled, but didn’t try and shoosh them like Leno and Letterman always do.
When the noise died down, he said, “This is going to be a different kind of talk show. I’m sitting out here in the crowd for that reason. This is a show about ideas, issues, and entertainment. In promoting this show, we’ve said it will make you smarter, funnier, and sexier. But the biggest difference about this show, is that it’s about you, the people who watch. For this show to work, you’re going to have to participate. Those of you at home and those of you here in the studio audience.”
Kalakaua explained that the show would be an open forum, that people could ask questions or make comments from the studio audience. People at home, he said, could e-mail questions or comments in.
“We want you to be engaged in this show,” Kalakaua said. “That’s our primary goal. If you’re engaged, if you care, if you think it’s valuable, then you’ll watch. And we know people tend to be more engaged when they feel a part of things, when they feel they have a voice.”
There wasn’t a great deal of audience participation throughout the first show. That wasn’t, though, because things weren’t working. It was more because things were working so well. The guests were incredible. And Kalakaua, of course, handles them totally differently than most talk show hosts handle their guests.
The first guest was former U.S. Senator Peter Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald is a Republican from Illinois, but he had a stubborn streak that angered Republican Party officials who eventually ran him out of office to make room for Jack Ryan, who was sacked in a sexless sex scandal and replaced by Alan Keyes, who lost decisively to a guy named Barack Obama.
After introducing Fitzgerald, Kalakaua introduced the theme for the first show. “On a lot of these shows, we’re going to try to answer hard questions. You can always submit ideas for show topics on our website. Tonight the question is ‘What, if anything, is wrong with America?’”
Kalakaua and Fitzgerald toyed with the question and talked a bit, too, about Fitzgerald’s time in the Senate and what he’s doing now (this was, probably, the slowest part of the show). Next was musical guest Rhianna.
On a normal talk show, the previous guest would be gone by the time the musical guest took the stage. Fitzgerald, though, was still sitting across from Kalakaua when he introduced Barbados born Rhianna, who has ascended to pop super-stardom in recent years. She performed her hit single Umbrella.
After a commercial, Rhianna joined Fitzgerald on the sofa across from Kalakaua. They talked a bit about music. Fitzgerald and Kalakaua, it turns out, both sang in Church choirs as kids. Kalakaua eventually steered the conversation back to the topic, what’s wrong with this country? Rhianna offered surprisingly insightful insights.
After a commercial break, Kalakaua introduced the first of two video segments. These were AWESOME. He, or the show’s producers, went out and found two different people to be man on the street reporters. One of them, Antoine Leftwich, is a recovering addict who’s currently living in a homeless shelter on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. He also happens to be HYSTERICAL. The other is 13-year-old Alexis Millman, a very precocious high school freshman from Brentwood, a posh Los Angeles suburb.
Leftwich’s segment was first and brought the house down.
Kalakaua then introduced Matt Damon, who’s on tour promoting the Bourne Ultimatum. Rhianna and Fitzgerald were still on the stage when Damon came out. It seemed he, Rhianna, and Fitzgerald had never met. Damon made the rounds, shaking everyone’s hands.
It was slightly awkward, but very compelling. I had the distinct feeling I was watching something real, not something that had been carefully and exactly choreographed.
There was only one seat left, next to Kalakaua on the couch. Damon took it. They talked about the latest installment of the Bourne franchise. Rhianna was very interested in Damon’s work as a writer on Good Will Hunting. Kalakaua eventually brought the conversation back to the question, “What, if anything, is wrong with America?”
This was some of the best TV I’ve seen in a long time (you can watch the clips to see what the different guests had to say). Damon is fairly liberal and is involved in a lot of philanthropic charitable organizations. He’s also smart. He was a Harvard student. Fitzgerald is also very smart. And Rhianna is really smart.
They all had totally different ideas, but there wasn’t any of the bullshit you see on Fox News or MSNBC where they trot out the same experts who yell and scream at each other, insisting the other person is wrong. TV producers have long felt this sort of tension makes for good TV. It doesn’t. It’s great to see producers with the balls to buck the trend.
Kalakaua’s show was great TV. Intelligent people (none of whom are particularly hard on the eyes) sitting around discussing an interesting question respectfully. They let each other talk. And they all had interesting ideas. Unfortunately, this lasted only for a total of eight minutes. Kalakaua then kicked it over to Millman for the second video installment of the show. Her work was even funnier than Leftwich’s (more on this in an upcoming post).
After Millman’s segment and a commercial break, Kalakaua and all three guests were still on stage. They did a quick spin around the circle for final thoughts and then Kalakaua concluded with these words.
“Well, friends, that concludes the first Noa Showa. Thank you to all of you in our studio audience and thank you to all of you who tuned in from home. Next week we’ll do it all again. Please visit www.noashowa.com for details. Also, the four of us are enjoying this conversation so much, that we’re going to stay here and continue. We may post some of it to the web. Those of you here in the audience are welcome to stay, and please feel free to chime in. Thank you all. Good night.”
Critics may say this lacks sizzle.
I say there’s nothing like this on TV. Nothing. It’s completely original. It’s real. It’s substantial. My one fear is that it was beginner’s luck.
September 7, 2007 – The Boston Globe
The Associated Press released a story at 11:58 PM on September 5, 2007. The story was fed quickly into the websites of more than 400 print and broadcast media outlets around the world. The story, or some derivation of it, appeared in the West Coast newspapers on September 6 and in papers throughout the rest of the country on September 7. The story below appeared in Friday’s Boston Globe, which has a daily circulation of over 380,000 readers.
Fred Thompson will seek the Republican nomination for the presidency. The former Tennessee senator turned actor made the announcement on Wednesday during an appearance on the Tonight Show with Jay Leno. A video announcement was simultaneously released on Thompson’s campaign website, www.fred08.com.
Thompson’s decision ended months of speculation about his intentions. It also ended a months-long campaign by Thompson supporters and Republican operatives to convince him to run.
Thompson, who prior to his announcement had not yet begun to actively campaign and has not participated in a debate, enters the campaign as a front-runner. In a July 12-14 Zogby America poll, Thompson polled even with frontrunner Rudy Giuliani.
According to Republican Party operatives, Thompson’s decision to enter the race is indicative not just of his ambition to be president, but of a widely held belief that none of the Republican candidates have any chance of winning a general election.
“Fred Thompson isn’t one of these guys who’s wanted to be president since he lost the class election in high school,” said one Republican insider who asked not to be named. “He’s running because he’s aware that there isn’t a viable Republican in the race.”
Those candidates include Arizona senator John McCain, who would be the oldest president in the country’s history if elected. McCain’s support of campaign finance reform and a path to citizenship for illegal immigrants have alienated him from much of the Republican base. Many have also questioned whether he is healthy enough to complete a term as president—he has battled skin cancer in recent years. Rudy Giuliani’s support of abortion is viewed an untenable by much of the Republican base, as is Mitt Romney’s previous support of abortion.
“Thompson has impeccable conservative credentials,” said Republican pollster Benjamin Reeves. “There simply not a mainstream conservative Republican in this race. Fred Thompson is that candidate.”
This is the first election in more than 50 years in which an incumbent president or vice-president is not running and some candidates have been raising money and campaigning for over a year.
Some political scholars believe the tardiness of Thompson’s entry could actually benefit him. Alexandra Ameer, a professor of political science at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government says “All the candidates have been beating each other up while presenting themselves to voters as pristine politicians of the highest integrity. Thompson really is pristine.”
Ameer says the unprecedented length of the campaign may also be resulting in voter fatigue. “These candidates aren’t getting up there and saying ground-breaking stuff all the time. You guys [the media], though, need to run stories about the election. At some point, people stop listening.”
“Thompson is new and fresh,” Ameer says, “which will only help him.”
Ameer thinks Thompson could benefit from the “fresh factor” for months. “If they do it right, they should be able to take some pretty serious momentum into the primaries in early 2008.”
November 1, 2007 – The Wall Street Journal
This story appeared on the front page of The Wall Street Journal on Thursday November 1. The Wall Street Journal has a daily circulation of slightly more than 2 million people.
Noa Kalakaua, an economics professor at the University of Chicago and host of Fox’s new weekly talk show “The Noa Showa” has received a contract extension that will keep the show on the air through the end of 2009 and will pay Kalakaua a base salary of $1.3 million with a series of performance-based options that could increase his compensation to as much as $7 million per year.
The structure of the contract is unique in the entertainment business says Kevin Mistrik, an expert on compensation and compensation law at the Chicago law firm Vedder Price. “These are the types of contracts you usually see in sports. The entertainment industry is much more tied to base salaries. In television this is virtually unheard of.”
Performance-based contracts are used widely in sports where Mistrik says an athlete’s performance is often related to his or her or personal desire or effort. Every fan knows that a team’s performance can often be tied to its best players. “By structuring contracts that offer substantial financial upside that’s tied to an athlete or team’s success,” Mistrik explains, “owners of sports teams try to guarantee their players are putting forth maximum effort and giving the team the best possible chance to win.”
Kalakaua’s contract comes at a time when the TV ratings game has become far more competitive as advertising dollars have continued to migrate from traditional media to the web. Mistrik says it may be a harbinger of things to come in an industry accustomed to fat contracts (David Letterman makes just over $30 million annually for his work on Late Show and Jay Leno takes home $27 million per year for his work on Late Night).
If Kalakaua hits all his bonuses, his compensation would be roughly equivalent to that of Leno and Letterman on a per show basis (Kalakaua’s show only airs one night per week while the other two are on five nights a week).
Fox—a subsidiary of News Corporation—seems to know it’s got something good with Kalakaua and wants to protect its interest in him. Kalakaua’s rise to the rank of entertainment industry elite has been surprising.
A year ago, he was a largely unknown economics professor at the University of Chicago. His research, which focuses on the role of incentives in public policy, had earned him acclaim in economic circles. In 2003, he was honored with the John Bates Clark Medal, which is awarded annually by the American Economic Association to an economist under the age of 40 who has made a significant contribution to economic thought and knowledge. Approximately half of the recipients of the Medal have gone on to win the Nobel Prize in economics.
Kalakaua, though, is a man of many talents. As an undergraduate at the University of Chicago he led the basketball team to an appearance in the Division III Final Four. During that time he also found time to play in a garage band called Mundell Fleming, named for the economic model that illustrates that a small open economy cannot maintain a fixed exchange rate, free capital movement, and an independent monetary policy.
Dr. C. Alan Bester, a professor of economics at Duke University, played drums for Mundell Fleming. “We just liked the name,” says Bester, “It has a nice ring to it. It honestly had nothing to do with the significance of the model.”
Kalakaua got his training in singing while growing up on the Hawaiian island of Lanai, where he was sang in the choir at the church he attended with his parents.
Earlier this year, Kalakaua put his singing talent to good use as a contestant of Fox TV’s reality show, American Idol. Though he was never considered one of the favorites on the show, in which the winner is given a $1 million recording contract, Kalakaua advanced to the finals and won by a slim margin.
He then became the first American Idol winner not to produce a record, and instead launched his show on Fox. Critics widely agreed that the show would ultimately fail.
The show has far exceeded expectations. Though he’s not competing directly against Jay Leno and David Letterman, Kalakaua’s ratings are already in the same neighborhood. He’s currently in third place in his time slot, behind ABC’s news magazine 20/20 and CBS mathematical crime drama Numbers. NBC’s crime drama Las Vegas trails Kalakaua’s show. Five weeks ago, Fox announced they would rebroadcast Kalakaua’s show on Saturday mornings.
Kalakaua employs a unique format for an evening talk show. The show doesn’t have a single writer. Instead, Kalakaua and the producers go to get great lengths to attract interesting and engaging guests. Unlike most talk shows, all of Kalakaua’s guests end up on stage at the same time, where they take part in a discussion of some vexing question or problem that Kalakaua has posed to the group.
While Kalakaua may not deliver one-liners with quite the same chutzpah as Leno or Letterman, he could almost certainly outwit them. His range of knowledge—from pop culture, to sports, to politics, to international relations, to, not surprisingly, economics—is remarkable.
“Some have said the Renaissance man is dead,” says Jason Starr, a professor of communications at University of Nebraska. “Kalakaua is proof that he’s alive and well. What’s most impressive, though, is that fact that he can talk about these issues in a way that’s accessible. And entertaining. It’s not at all what you’d imagine from an economics professor. The show is edgy. And it’s very funny in a way that isn’t predictable or formulaic.”
Kalakaua’s contract extension seems to suggest that audiences and Fox executives agree with Starr. His decision to forego a recording contract now looks brilliant.
****
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C A N D I D A T E
“How come we choose from just two people to run for president and 50 for Miss America?”
—Anonymous
“The politician in my country seeks votes, affection and respect, in that order... With few notable exceptions, they are simply men who want to be loved.”
—Edward R. Murrow
January 1, 2008 – USA TODAY
Large field readies for reorganized primaries
This story appeared on the front page of USA Today on January 1, 2008. USA Today, with a daily circulation that averages over 2.25 million, is the largest newspaper in the United States. Between late December and January 5, similar stories appeared in virtually all major media outlets in the United States. Similar or closely related stories were broadcast on the four major television networks, and all cable news networks. Related stories appeared on major commercial radio stations, the BBC and NPR.
11 months and four days from now, American voters will elect the country’s 44th president. The upcoming election is notable for numerous reasons. Two of the most important are the size of the field of candidates seeking the Republican and Democratic nominations and the reorganization of the schedule of primaries and caucuses around the country.
“We have an unusually large field because, for the first time in more than fifty years, there’s no incumbent in the race,” says Frederick Gundrum, a professor of politics at George Washington University in Washington DC. “As a result, we’ve seen more candidates getting into the race earlier than they ever have before and spending more money than they ever have before.”
At present, there are 16 major party candidates actively campaigning—eight Democrats and eight Republicans. The Republicans include former New York mayor Rudy Giuliani; former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee; California Congressman Duncan Hunter; Arizona Senator John McCain; Texas Congressman Ron Paul; former Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney; Colorado Congressman Tom Tancredo; and former Tennessee Senator Fred Thompson.
Democratic candidates include Delaware Senator Joe Biden; New York Senator Hillary Clinton; Connecticut Senator Christopher Dodd; former North Carolina Senator John Edwards; former Alaska Senator Mike Gravel; Ohio Congressman Dennis Kucinich; Illinois Senator Barack Obama; and New Mexico Governor Bill Richardson.
But that’s not all. Speculation continues to swirl around New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg. Many think Bloomberg, a billionaire who recently cut ties with the Republican Party, is plotting a late entry as an independent candidate.
George Washington University’s Gundrum says Bloomberg could still get in. “The primaries are really irrelevant for an independent. They don’t need to win a nomination. The task for them is getting on the ballot in all fifty states.”
Supporters of former vice-president Al Gore continue to urge the politician-turned-businessman to enter the fray. Gore hasn’t officially declared himself out of the race.
Going into primary season, the Democratic front-runners are Obama and Clinton, who are virtually deadlocked in the most recent polls. John Edwards trails by a significant margin in most of the early primary states.
According to a recent USA Today poll, the Republican side is even tighter. The three frontrunners, Romney, Giuliani, and Fred Thompson, are virtually deadlocked.
The major party candidates have been busy criss-crossing the country campaigning in primary states. In elections past, virtually all of a candidate’s time and attention at this stage in the election would have been spent in New Hampshire and Iowa.
This year is different.
In mid-2007, Governor Charlie Crist (R) of Florida signed a bill into law that moved the state’s primary to January 29, 2007. Both Republican and Democratic Party rules prohibit most states from holding their primaries before February 5.
Crist is part of a nationwide group of local leaders who believe that the traditional primary schedule gives undue influence to the states holding early primaries (Iowa, Nevada, New Hampshire, and South Carolina).
The Democratic Party is threatening to take away all of Florida’s Democratic Party delegates and the Republican National Committee has already voted to strip half of Florida’s delegates. Crist, though, isn’t budging and his decision has touched off a chain reaction that resulted in numerous states rescheduling their primaries and caucuses.
More than 20 states (21 for the Republicans and 22 for the Democrats) representing some 2000 delegates will hold their primaries on February 5, which is now being called “Super-Duper Tuesday.” Both Nebraska and North Carolina have bills in committee in their state legislatures that would also move their primaries to February 5.
All the changes have complicated the lives of the candidates, who can no longer focus just on the early states. “No one knows where they should be spending their time,” says Gundrum. “It’s a guessing game, but it’s a high stakes guessing game.”
What does all this mean for voters?
“In all likelihood we’ll know who the Republican and Democratic nominees are by the morning of February 6,” says Gundrum. “If you live in a state that’s not holding its primary on that day, your vote will likely be a symbolic formality. Unless, of course, it’s a really tight race.”
In a year where so much has already changed, absolutely anything seems possible.
January 3, 2008 – Associated Press
On January 3, 2008, at 3:15 PM, a reporter from the Associated Press’s Chicago bureau filed the following story. The story was mentioned briefly on CNN and iterations of it appeared in numerous major newspapers on January 4. The story made the front page only in the Chicago Tribune and Sun-Times, both of which had reporters at the press conference. There was little follow-up coverage and the story faded quickly from the public eye.
Noa Kalakaua, host of Fox’s Noa Showa and winner of season six of American Idol, is running for president as an independent. The announcement came at a press conference today at the University of Chicago’s Graduate School of Business, where Kalakaua is an associate professor of economics.
Kalakaua is only 34 years old but has earned international acclaim for his academic research, which explores how personal motives and incentives shape public policy. Kalakaua was honored with the 2006 John Bates Clark Medal, a prestigious economics prize.
In May, 2007, Kalakaua became the surprise winner of American Idol, the Fox reality game show that identifies new musical talent. Two months later he announced he was opting out of the $1 million recording contract he received for winning “Idol” in order to launch a talk show on Fox.
His show, “The Noa Showa: Talk with a Tattooed Economist that will make you Smarter, Funnier, and Sexier,” has been more successful than critics predicted and Kalakaua was recently given a lucrative contract extension by Fox.
The United States Constitution stipulates that presidents must be at least 35 years old to take office. Kalakaua will turn 35 on October 10, 2008, less than a month before the general election. If elected, he would become by far the youngest president in history. He would also be the first non-white president. Kalakaua, who is a Pacific Islander, was born and raised on the Hawaiian island of Lanai.
During his brief press conference, Kalakaua insisted that his campaign was serious. “I’d like to be very very clear about the fact that this is not a stunt. I know Stephen Colbert made an announcement on his show last year. This is not a joke. I’m running because I can lead this country more authentically and effectively than the other candidates. And because I think I can win.”
If elected, Kalakaua will pursue “total reform of our government that will hopefully get us back on solid economic and financial footing as a nation.” He believes reforms of Congress, the tax code, and energy policy are all necessary.
Kalakaua said “The United States, unfortunately, is headed for trouble. If we don’t make serious changes, we’re going to see our standard of living deteriorate. I’m running because none of the other candidates have the courage to talk about real solutions. Band-aids won’t work anymore.”
It’s unclear if or when Kalakaua will begin to campaign. As an independent candidate, he will not participate in the primaries and caucuses that started today in Iowa and will be held throughout the country in the coming months.
January 6, 2008 – The Los Angeles Times
Kalakaua’s White House bid mystifies
This story by media critic Darren Fiore appeared in the Sunday edition of the Los Angeles Times, which has a circulation of 1.2 million people. The story was representative of the response of both the media and the general public to Noa Kalakaua’s announcement that he was entering the presidential race.
I wrote the following letter to Noa Kalakaua, the economics professor turned American Idol turned talk show host, when I heard he’d decided to run for president.
Dear Mr. Kalakaua,
What you’re doing is a huge mistake. I don’t, though, expect you to simply take my word for it, so I’ve assembled a list of the Top 10 reasons (in honor of another talk show host with whom you’re now competing) why you SHOULD NOT RUN FOR PRESIDENT.
10. You have a dream job. If your show performs well next year, you’ll make 6 or 7 million bucks. To do what? Have intelligent conversations with really talented people who are often kind of funny. I would kill for your job.
9. If you were to win (which you won’t, see number #1), your job would entail having conversations with really interesting people who aren’t as funny (people like, say, Vladimir Putin or Hugo Chavez) and you’ll make a lot less money (the president’s salary is $400,000, but you would get a sweet plane).
8. Your show is already inherently political. In pretty much every show that’s run, you’ve taken up some weighty issue with political implications. If you start campaigning during these discussions, voters… I mean viewers… will turn you off.
7. Equal time rules. There’s a federal law that says that if a TV station gives one candidate a certain amount of time on TV, they have to make that time available to every candidate. This could result in Fox dropping your show(a). They’re not going to give an hour a week to every schmoe who’s running for the White House.
6. That brings me back to the fact that you have a dream job. I would kill for your job. Who are you to say that my dream job is not enough for you? In two years, you’ll be TV royalty. TV ROYALTY. You’ll be up there with Letterman, Leno, Larry David, Ray Romano, people with the Midas touch. Why would you risk this?
5. If your campaign doesn’t take off and you don’t become a viable candidate, you risk losing a lot of credibility. Right now you’re a winner. You’ve got a PhD from the University of Chicago. That had to feel like a victory. You won American Idol, no small feat. And you have made your TV show a winner despite pretty much everyone but the executives at Fox believing it would be a total flop. If you become the laughingstock of this presidential campaign, you’ll be quickly transformed in the public’s eye into a mere mortal who’s capable of failing. This is the best outcome. Worse is the possibility that you’ll be perceived as feckless loser who really has no idea what he’s doing.
4. In the unlikely event that you somehow become a viable independent candidate, you’ll find the glare of the media lights intolerable. They’re going to go find your high school girlfriends, your college coaches, your roommates, the guys you drink beer with, and, if you’ve ever done it, the guys you did drugs with. They’re going to try and dig up any evidence that may prove you’re unworthy of and incapable of holding the highest office in the land.
3. North Korea, Pakistan, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. There are many more. That’s just a short list.
2. People love you right now. You’re like a successful Notre Dame quarterback. Everyone likes you. Even people who hate you like you and secretly envy you. People never feel that way about the president. If you were to win (which you won’t, again, see #1), you would, over time, be forced to watch your approval ratings plummet. By the time you left office, you’d be the recipient of vitriolic hatred from half the country.
1. You won’t win. Independents don’t win. Period. Successful independents are lucky to get a single electoral college vote. You’ve got to know this, so why are you running? What are you trying to prove?
Why are you doing this? Is it just that you’re looking for a challenge. If you want a challenge, you should try writing interesting stories and commentaries about the vapid clutter that’s on TV most of the time. Try, I challenge you, to come up with something insightful about Grey’s Anatomy, the only night-time soap opera or Dancing with the Stars. If you want a challenge, you can have my job, Mr. Kalakaua, and I’ll take yours. It is, after all, my dream job.
You can still stop. Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t risk it. It’s a mistake. And you won’t win.
Sincerely,
Darren Fiore, media critic, Los Angeles Times
January 6, 2008 – The New York Times
This was the lead editorial in the New York Times on Sunday January 6, 2007. The Sunday New York Times has a circulation of 1,627,000.
Noa Kalakaua is clearly a very intelligent man. Anyone who has earned a PhD in economics from the University of Chicago’s Graduate School of Business has considerable brainpower. Given that, it’s surprising Mr. Kalakaua could have mistakenly believed he belongs in one of the most significant presidential races in decades.
Mr. Kalakaua is not a politician. He’s never managed a budget, much less a nation. He has never served in the military. He has no voting record. He has no platform. He has never worked to find a compromise between two groups with vastly different priorities and perspectives. While he undoubtedly understands the way economies and markets work, that does not make him capable of running this country.
We have, in the past, used this space to express our reservations about Fox’s hit TV show, American Idol. Our objections stem from the fact that Fox’s show is more concerned with identifying commercially viable musical acts than genuinely talented ones. One might instinctively assume that talent and commercial viability go hand in hand, but that is certainly not the case. As a result, we are surrounded by meaningless music belted out by young stars with digitally enhanced voices.
While we don’t like it, it’s an ultimately insignificant issue. Music is entertainment and at the end of the day has very little bearing on our pursuit of life, liberty, or happiness.
We are not, however, willing to so easily accept a made-for-TV politician. There is much more at stake with our politicians than our musicians. Mr. Kalakaua doesn’t belong in music stores or in recording studios. He is not a professional musician. American Idol, though, gave him the opportunity to make and sell music. We can live with that.
But neither American Idol nor the TV show he has since started gives Mr. Kalakaua the credibility or experience he needs to be a politician. He is not a musician. He is not a politician. He is an economist and the host of a surprisingly successful TV show. He does not belong in the White House. Nor does he belong on the campaign trail.
It’s time that our made-for-TV stars realize they aren’t made for everything.
January 13, 2008 – TVsquad.com
This post appeared on TVsquad.com 17 minutes after the completion of the West Coast broadcast of the Noa Showa. TVsquad attracts an average of 37,000 unique visitors per day and generates an average of nearly 110,000 page views a day. The complete text of this story was viewed by over 33,000 people. The post was representative of other material appearing in the blogosphere and, to a lesser degree, in traditional media outlets.
This past Friday, I was so curious about what was going on with the first broadcast of the Noa Showa since host Noa Kalakaua announced he’s running for president that I called a friend in New York. “What’s happening? Is it awful?” I asked. Before giving you the answer, I should recap the three reasons I’ve fallen hard for this show.
1.) It’s original. You’d think that someone with no experience in TV or comedy would conform to all the standards. Since he first appeared on screen, Noa Kalakaua has done exactly the opposite. And it’s worked.
2.) It’s authentic. It’s not all scripted. I’m not sure any of it is scripted. The conversations are legit. And, they’re almost always really interesting.
3.) It doesn’t fry your brain. When I was a kid, I can remember lying on the family room floor on a winter afternoon in Omaha (when it was already getting dark at 5:00 PM) watching some crappy show like Barney Miller. My dad would come home from work and say, “Too much TV… that thing will fry your brain.” Part of it was that he thought I sat way too close to the TV. Part of it was his belief that the passivity inherent in TV would eventually turn me into a vegetable. I now write about TV for a living. Go figure. I’m aware, though, that watching TV isn’t the best thing I do with my time. Very little of what’s on is good for me, or you. It’s entertaining. But it doesn’t challenge us to think actively. We’re supposed to just sit there and take it, as opposed to something like, say, a Choose Your Own Adventure Book. The Noa Showa is different. When it’s over, you don’t really feel like you just wasted an hour of your life. Instead, you feel like, “Damn right, I’m gonna own this next cocktail party because I know something new about NAFTA, or abortion, or social security, or Medicare, or how much debt the United States government has piled up.
After Kalakaua announced he was running, I was certain the show would change and that all of this would go away. I got the sense that, unlike Colbert, who was clearly looking for laughs, Kalakaua was serious about winning the election. And I knew that any self-respecting politician would take the opportunity to have an hour of free time on television to talk about how great he is and how America would go up in the flames of poverty, crime, and Islamic fundamentalism if he/she wasn’t elected.
I called my old college roommate in New York (who’s now a reporter for Newsday) assuming the worst—that the show had become a prolonged and constipated campaign speech.
“What’s happening? Is it awful?” I asked.
“Nothing’s changed,” he said. “He (Kalakaua) hasn’t even mentioned the fact that he’s running.”
“Do you think it was recorded before he made the announcement?” I asked, unable to believe that the show hadn’t cratered.
“It’s possible.”
The show, it turns out, was recorded the day it aired, the day after Kalakaua made his announcement. That means I DRAMATICALLY underestimated the guy. He didn’t use it as a campaign appearance. He had the usual slate of very very solid guests. Ice Cube was there promoting his new flick First Sunday. They spent more time, though, talking about the 1999 film Three Kings, which is about four American soldiers searching for stolen Kuwaiti gold in Iraq in the wake of the 1991 Persian Gulf War.
The musical guest was Radiohead. In late 2007, the British band released its seventh album, “In Rainbows.” The album was unique in that it was distributed initially online. The music could be downloaded free of charge, but buyers were invited to pay whatever they felt the music was worth. Front man Thom Yorke and lead guitarist Johnny Greenwood stayed on as guests after performing two songs from the album. The last guest was Lieutenant Colonel John A. Nagl, an active duty officer in the United States Army, who has become an expert on counterinsurgency. Nagl’s book, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and Viet Nam was recently reissued as a paperback.
Nagl is amazing, the kind of guy who makes you proud to be an American. He’s served in Iraq and has amazing insights into what’s going on there and what can be done. Ice Cube’s impressive, too—a classic American Dream story. He grew up in South Central LA and has gone on to be wildly successfully. He’s also converted to Islam and demonstrated considerable distrust for “the establishment.”
The question Kalakaua posed to his group of studio guests was, do we belong in Iraq? And, if so, for how long should we stay?
I could write for hours about this discussion. I wish it would’ve continued for hours. The five guys were only up there together for about twelve minutes. The perspectives, though, (especially Nagl’s) were amazing. I hear about Iraq every day. I hear politicians talking about it. But I don’t even have to listen to know what they’re saying. If they’re Democrats, we need a timetable for pulling out. If they’re Republicans, they justify why we went in the first place and why we should stay.
None of them really talk about facts. It’s just rhetoric. I don’t really have any idea what’s going on there. I don’t know who’s fighting who. I don’t ever feel like anyone really wants me to know what’s going on. This show was different. Nagl was just spitting out knowledge that you usually don’t get to hear. I don’t know if the politicians know what he was talking about or not. All of them need to find him (whether they’re Republicans or Democrats) and listen to what he has to say. He knows his stuff and he has legitimate ideas about how to solve the problems there.
At the end of the show, Kalakaua said, “Unfortunately, we’re out of time. As usual, we will continue this discussion for anyone in the studio audience.” Apparently the discussion went on for another two and a half hours. Then he said, “As many of you know, I announced this week that I am entering the general presidential election. I wanted to let you, the viewers of this show, know two things. First, this is a serious bid for the White House. I think this country desperately needs significant and thoughtful reform. I can do a better job of implementing this than the other candidates. I also wanted to let you all know that my decision to run will not impact the content or format of the show. If you’re interested in seeing what I, personally, think about the issues we discuss here on the show or the key issues in my campaign, please visit www.noa2008.com.”
And that was it.
The show goes on. Kalakaua’s website, incidentally, is fascinating. It underscores that he is serious about winning and serious about doing things differently. Check out the section on Skeletons in his closet.
January 14, 2008 – Newsweek
This essay by a well-know political commentator appeared in the January 14 issue of Newsweek Magazine. Newsweek is distributed both in the United States and internationally, where it’s published in 12 different languages. It has a weekly circulation of 3,160,000 people. The story also generated more than 500,000 unique page views from over 200,000 unique visitors on the Newsweek website. The opinion expressed below appeared in numerous op/ed and analytical pieces in the wake of Kalakaua’s decision to enter the election.
I don’t want to ruin the suspense, but Noa Kalakaua will not win the presidency.
The award-winning University of Chicago economist who won American Idol and used the resulting fame to launch a talk show on Fox announced on January 3 that he is running in the 2008 general election as an independent.
Kalakaua’s announcement comes amidst continued speculation that New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg will also enter the race as an independent. Again, I don’t want to ruin the suspense, but Bloomberg won’t win either.
There are many reasons why. Three of the most important are history, the predominance of the two-party system, and inertia.
First is history. Not since George Washington have we had a candidate not affiliated with one of the major parties elected president. Simply put, they don’t win. The most successful independent/third party candidate in recent memory is Ross Perot, who won 18% of the popular vote but failed to win even a single state. Supporters of Kalakaua and Bloomberg are undoubtedly asking “But, why can’t these candidates change history?”
The answer is, well, history. It’s not that historically unprecedented outcomes don’t occur. They occasionally do. But the fact that it’s never happened works against both of these candidates. Most voters will base their electoral decisions on TV news coverage and paid advertisements. National evening news shows have approximately 22 minutes of air time. Their goal is to use that time to cover the most newsworthy people and events. Virtually every election cycle features an independent or third party candidate who speaks more frankly than his opponents and is particularly dynamic. But none of these candidates have ever won. As a result, they’ll receive only sparse coverage, which will make it much harder to win.
Second is the predominance of the two-party system in this country. The parties provide incredible resources to their candidates. They have a great deal of money, maintain robust databases, and can call upon voters to encourage them to vote for certain candidates. When a candidate is trailing the parties send in big name politicians to drum up support. These tactics translate into votes. Even a candidate with all the money in the world (i.e. Bloomberg) cannot replicate the resources of a major party. A candidate with comparatively little money (i.e. Kalakaua) is playing an entirely different game and cannot realistically be expected to even register in the national consciousness as a viable presidential option.
The final reason is inertia, which factors into the process in numerous ways. First, we’re familiar with the way our presidents are currently elected. One candidate from each major party is selected in primary elections and then we choose from them. We know there are other candidates, but we know they can never win and we’d only consider voting for them if we wanted to make a statement. As long as we continue to accept that this is the way elections happen, then they will. There’s no reason to think that anything or anyone in the election can change that.
Inertia factors in another way, too. We are, unfortunately, an inherently lazy citizenry, especially when it comes to politics. Ralph Nader has criticized Americans for knowing more about the tailbacks on their NFL teams than they do their Congressional representatives. It’s true. We don’t make an effort to study our politicians or to keep up with their voting records. The two party system allows us to do this. The most common reason that voters in this country associate themselves with a particular political party is that their parents did, too. In many cases, voters choose candidates from that party for their entire lives. A candidate’s association with a particular party absolves the voter from the responsibility of learning about the candidate.
Until the majority of Americans engage with the political process in a more substantial and meaningful way, there is, quite simply, no chance that an independent politician will be elected, no matter how good he is at singing, now matter how attractive he is, or how many billions of dollars he has. The odds of changes occurring with respect to all three of these things are negligible.
February 28, 2008 – The New York Times
This piece by Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg appeared on the Op-Ed page of The New York Times on Thursday February 28, 2008, and effectively ended speculation that he would enter the race. The Times has a weekday circulation of 1,120,000 people.
WATCHING the 2008 presidential campaign, you sometimes get the feeling that the candidates — smart, all of them — must know better. They must know we can’t fix our economy and create jobs by isolating America from global trade. They must know that we can’t fix our immigration problems with border security alone. They must know that we can’t fix our schools without holding teachers, principals and parents accountable for results. They must know that fighting global warming is not a costless challenge. And they must know that we can’t keep illegal guns out of the hands of criminals unless we crack down on the black market for them.
The vast majority of Americans know that all of this is true, but — politics being what it is — the candidates seem afraid to level with them.
Over the past year, I have been working to raise issues that are important to New Yorkers and all Americans — and to speak plainly about common sense solutions. Some of these solutions have traditionally been seen as Republican, while others have been seen as Democratic. As a businessman, I never believed that either party had all the answers and, as mayor, I have seen just how true that is.
In every city I have visited — from Baltimore to New Orleans to Seattle — the message of an independent approach has resonated strongly, and so has the need for a new urban agenda. More than 65 percent of Americans now live in urban areas — our nation’s economic engines. But you would never know that listening to the presidential candidates. At a time when our national economy is sputtering, to say the least, what are we doing to fuel job growth in our cities, and to revive cities that have never fully recovered from the manufacturing losses of recent decades?
More of the same won’t do, on the economy or any other issue. We need innovative ideas, bold action and courageous leadership. That’s not just empty rhetoric, and the idea that we have the ability to solve our toughest problems isn’t some pie-in-the-sky dream. In New York, working with leaders from both parties and mayors and governors from across the country, we’ve demonstrated that an independent approach really can produce progress on the most critical issues, including the economy, education, the environment, energy, infrastructure and crime.
I believe that an independent approach to these issues is essential to governing our nation — and that an independent can win the presidency. I listened carefully to those who encouraged me to run, but I am not — and will not be — a candidate for president. I have watched this campaign unfold, and I am hopeful that the current campaigns can rise to the challenge by offering truly independent leadership. The most productive role that I can serve is to push them forward, by using the means at my disposal to promote a real and honest debate.
In the weeks and months ahead, I will continue to work to steer the national conversation away from partisanship and toward unity; away from ideology and toward common sense; away from sound bites and toward substance. And while I have always said I am not running for president, the race is too important to sit on the sidelines, and so I have changed my mind in one area. If a candidate takes an independent, nonpartisan approach — and embraces practical solutions that challenge party orthodoxy — I’ll join others in helping that candidate win the White House.
The changes needed in this country are straightforward enough, but there are always partisan reasons to take an easy way out. There are always special interests that will fight against any challenge to the status quo. And there are always those who will worry more about their next election than the health of our country.
These forces that prevent meaningful progress are powerful, and they exist in both parties. I believe that the candidate who recognizes that the party is over — and begins enlisting all of us to clean up the mess — will be the winner this November, and will lead our country to a great and boundless future.
March 2, 2008 – The New York Times
This story appeared on the front page of The New York Times on Sunday March 2, 2008. The Sunday edition of The Times is distributed to 1,627,000 people, most of whom reside in the United States. This was the first story about Kalakaua’s campaign to appear on the front page of The Times. It came after a lull in coverage of his efforts as both talk show host and presidential candidate. In two months his campaign, as this story notes, had done little to gain traction.
Over 5 million people tuned into Friday’s broadcast of the Noa Showa on Fox, marking the first time the young talk show has topped the Friday night ratings. The Noa Showa is hosted by its creator, Noa Kalakaua, University of Chicago economics professor, winner of season six of American Idol, and independent presidential candidate.
The show’s remarkable success has surprised everyone from critics to viewers to executives at the Fox Entertainment Group, none of whom expected it would become so successful so quickly.
The show’s unlikely journey began in the summer of 2007 when Kalakaua, who’d just defeated Melinda Doolittle to win American Idol, convinced executives at Fox to let him create and host a talk show instead of recording an album.
“I thought if I asked for Fridays,” says Kalakaua, “that I’d have a much better shot at getting them to say yes. Nobody in TV wants to be on on a Friday night.”
Fox executives were skeptical of Kalakaua’s ability to deliver. “I’ll be honest,” says Kelly Wood, director of programming at Fox, “we didn’t expect much. After he pitched the show to us, I thought he was making a huge mistake. Why wouldn’t he just go and make a record? He knew he’d be pretty successful doing that. Here it was hard to imagine a scenario where he’d be successful.”
At the same time, the Fox executives knew Kalakaua was a “very very hot commodity” after his American Idol win, which was witnessed by more than 30 million viewers. “If he wanted to do TV and not music, we wanted him to do it with Fox,” Wood says.
Fox gave him an opportunity, but numerous strings were attached. Kalakaua’s initial contract was only three months long and he was paid what he calls “pineapple plantation wages,” for his work. The pineapple plantation is a reference to Kalakaua’s childhood. He grew up in Lanai City, the only city on the island of Lanai, which is located just a short ferry ride from the west coast of Maui. During Kalakaua’s early years, his parents worked in the pineapple fields where they were paid hourly wages so low, he says, “it’s hard to imagine how anyone fed a family.”
Kalakaua has made the most of his chance with Fox by creating an offbeat current events show that resembles a modern salon and is capable of attracting a steady stream of A-list guests and millions of viewers.
In the first few minutes of each broadcast, Kalakaua poses a question. Over the course the show, he and his guests attempt to answer the question, or at least wrestle with it. There are usually 3-4 guests: one who’s an expert on the topic, one who’s an actor, writer, or director, one or two musicians who perform before joining the discussion, and, as of three weeks ago, one “regular citizen.”
None of the show is scripted, and once Kalakaua’s guests are on stage, they stay on stage. The discussions, as evidenced by the show’s steadily increasing ratings, are engaging and entertaining. Kalakaua goes out of his way to recruit people for the show with differing views but manages to keep the show from ever deteriorating into a shouting match.
Executives at Fox are floored by the show’s success. Kalakaua, himself, admits that even he’s surprised. “I thought it was going to take us a while to build up an audience. I didn’t think we’d have millions of people tuning in regularly so quickly. It’s proof, I think, that we’ve identified a gap in programming. Talk shows, with the exception of Meet the Press, don’t take their viewers seriously. You can be fresh and funny and really insightful.”
Because of the show’s success, Kalakaua has been able to say goodbye to his “plantation wages.” In addition to the salary he draws for teaching at the University of Chicago, Fox recently gave him a lucrative incentive-laden contract extension that could pay him as much as $7 million for his work as host of the Noa Showa.
Kalakaua, though, has his critics. Patrick Hulsy, a Slate TV writer, believes the show is succeeding not because it’s good, but because of Kalakaua’s “ill fated, ill advised, and downright stupid decision to run for president.”
Kalakaua announced in January that he was entering the presidential race as an independent. Many assumed Kalakaua’s candidacy was a joke, and it made headlines for only a day. Despite that, the show’s ratings have doubled since his entrance into the presidential fray.
“He doesn’t belong in the race,” Hulsy says. “That’s not unusual. Every election has candidates that don’t belong, but it’s rare that you see one of them profit as much as he has.”
Though viewers like Kalakaua’s show, voters seem to agree with Hulsy. While millions of people are tuning into Kalakaua’s show, few are expressing support for him as a politician. He’s never appeared in a poll. His campaign staff is made up of one full-time unpaid employee and a handful of volunteers. He’s millions of dollars behind even the weakest of the major party candidates and no one, including his fans, seems to be taking him seriously.
Kalakaua has repeatedly insisted that his presidential bid is serious, though he rarely discusses it on the show. Since entering the race, he has made two adjustments to the show’s format which Karen Vock, an assistant producer with Fox, says are aimed at voters. He’s added an additional guest, a “regular American” who is chosen each week from a number of applicants and flown to Los Angeles to participate in the show’s discussion. He’s also introduced a new segment called “Your Turn” in which guests on the show can pepper him with questions.
At the close of each show, Kalakaua encourages viewers who are curious to know what he thinks about the issues discussed to visit his website. Many do visit, and a handful make contributions or become volunteers, but the campaign lacks the momentum that has defined virtually every successful grass roots political movement.
Joseph Viola, a professor of political science at Georgetown University in Washington D.C., believes Kalakaua’s campaign has been slow to take off because of “his inability to articulate a cohesive platform.”
Kalakaua has said he’ll seek to bring about a “package of total reform” if elected. But, according to Viola “he’s never said what that means. He’s said that certain issues like the looming Social Security and Medicare crises, continued budget deficits, the complexity of the tax code, the performance of Congress, gun violence, education, and energy dependence, concern him, but he’s never said what he’ll do about them. He hasn’t taken a stand on anything. He’s pledged to think deeply about the issues that concern him. That’s not enough to attract voters.”
Kalakaua’s website has all the interactive trappings of a major campaign website, but there is one very conspicuous absence: a section spelling out his platform. In a January 5 post on his blog, Kalakaua said he plans to craft his platform methodically. He used most of the post, though, to challenge the conventional wisdom that candidates should avoid “flip-flopping” at all costs.
“If you believe X is the best course of action,” he said in his post, “and I come to you with evidence that Y is better solution, what would you do? If you’re free to make a rational decision, you’d undoubtedly choose Y. You weren’t wrong about X, you just didn’t have all the information. Now that you’re better informed, you can make a better decision. For some reason, though, we’re not willing to afford our politicians this luxury.”
“It’s absurd to begin your campaign by saying you reserve the right to change your mind,” says Viola, “especially when you haven’t made up your mind in the first place. Until Kalakaua can figure out what he believes, his campaign won’t go anywhere.”
His show, though, already has.
March 10, 2008 – The Weekly Standard
Kalakaua’s tasteless approach to politics made worse by the blatant lack of anything even beginning to resemble a platform
The following brief opinion piece by conservative commentator Lou Sanandres appeared in The Weekly Standard, one of the leading conservative magazines in the United States. The Weekly Standard is owned by News Corporation, the same company that owns Fox. Though The Weekly Standard regularly posts annual losses in excess of $1 million, Rupert Murdoch, News Corp’s CEO, has repeatedly said there are no plans to either sell or shut down the magazine.
Ex nihilo nihil fit.
Parmenides first argued that nothing can come from nothing. Shakespeare’s King Lear knew it. I know it. You know it.
I’ve heard faint rumblings in conservative circles that Noa Kalakaua, charlatan presidential candidate du jour, could actually be a viable alternative to the underwhelming candidates still battling for the Republican nomination. “He’s from the University of Chicago,” these people say as if the school’s reputation for churning out brilliant free marketeering economists somehow changes the fact that Kalakaua is not a politician, has no platform whatsoever, and is completely ill-equipped to run this country.
Arguments that Kalakaua’s academic credentials mean he should carry the conservative mantle are foolish blather. Remember, nothing comes from nothing. The phrase, first argued by Parmenides, the ancient Greek philosopher, is now often used in description of the laws of conservation of mass and energy. It’s as true in science—where you can’t generate mass or energy from nothing—as it is in politics. You simply cannot create a viable presidential candidate from a person who has no domestic or foreign policy experience.
Kalakaua, who won Fox’s American Idol and now hosts a TV show, would not be the first candidate to run for public office—even for the presidency—without what’s widely believed to be the requisite experience. Kalakaua, though, is one of the first to do it without articulating a platform, without actually believing in or arguing for something.
Kalakaua hasn’t made a firm pronouncement on anything. He doesn’t have a stance on abortion. He doesn’t have a stance on Iraq. I’m sure he knows all about the looming crises with Medicare and Social Security, but he doesn’t seem to think either of them are worth talking about. He hasn’t expressed any plans for reforming an ever worsening public school system. If you dig really deep into his campaign literature (which consists primarily of a website designed to help promote his TV show), you’ll see that he seems to vaguely favor term limits for members of Congress—or to at least to be slowly moving in that direction.
I hate to beat a dead horse, but I’ll say once again that nothing comes from nothing. Mr. Kalakaua doesn’t have the credibility to get elected. Given that, he doesn’t have the credibility to make term limits a part of his campaign. Gifted politicians have failed in their bids for term limits. Eventually he will have to build his campaign around something. When it comes to term limits, though, there’s nothing there. It will, and please mark my words, never ever happen.
Any candidate foolish enough to campaign on that issue will go nowhere. That’s exactly where Mr. Kalakaua is going. He brings nothing to the table. Any suggestion that he is or can become a viable conservative candidate is foolishness.
Nothing can come from nothing.
****
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P L A T F O R M I N G
“Everything is changing. People are taking their comedians seriously and the politicians as a joke.”
—Will Rogers
“The enemy isn’t conservatism. The enemy isn’t liberalism. The enemy is bullshit.”
—Lars-Erik Nelson, political columnist
March 13, 2008 – The Honolulu Advertiser
The following appeared in The Honolulu Advertiser. This editorial, from Kalakaua’s hometown newspaper, may have marked the low point in his early campaigning. The Advertiser has a weekday circulation of 140,000 people. It’s the leading news source in the Hawaiian Islands.
Supporters of Senator Daniel Inouye have long encouraged him to run for president. Inouye, who has been representing Hawaii in Washington DC since we became a state in 1959, never demonstrated any interest in the highest office in the land.
Nor has anyone else from Hawaii. Our state has never had a resident or former resident seek the nomination in the Republican or Democratic primaries, much less win the nomination. With just four Electoral College votes and 2,300 miles separating us from the continental United States, it’s not at all surprising that most Hawaiians feel they’re on the outside looking in at most presidential elections.
Nor is it surprising that many Hawaiians have for years secretly harbored a desire to see a Hawaiian run for president so that we could get some more attention. We’ve finally gotten our wish…sort of. Noa Kalakaua, a native of Lanai, is running for president.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/15814 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!