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Simple Voting, Not Voting, and 
Anti-Democracy
Alex McNamara

The midterms, those uproarious 
contests ostensibly so important 

that they earned the honorary title of 
“elections to end all elections,” are behind 
us. The blue wave has crashed down 
upon the crimson bastion of power, and, 
depending on whom you ask, either 
irreparable damage or far too little justice 
has been done. Surely, any minute now, 
the inundating political cycles will recede, 
allowing America to at last soothe her 
temples, catch her breath, and prepare for 
the holidays. Well, one can hope.

In the meantime, I draw your attention 
to single-issue voting. Animosity toward 
single-issue voting is both familiar and 
manifold in its sources. At its most basic, 
it may take the form of an assertion; 
something like: “That’s dogmatic. It 
ignores the nuances of issue(s) X, Y, Z, 
the recent development in the news of W, 
and the candidate’s other, reprehensible 
position on U.” I’d be tempted to respond: 
“Politics is, by its nature, dogmatic. The 
nuances of such issues, while legitimate, 
are subordinate to the single most 
important issue to me, and that we vote 
for policy, never for candidates.” But that 
response would also be mere assertion, 
and it ignores the deeper definitional 
problem.

At the heart of the matter, it remains 
painfully unclear what counts as an issue. 



react if he learned that a successful pitch 
had reduced rather than increased his 
commission.

It may be protested at this juncture that 
such pessimism ignores the legitimate 
and estimable conviction that voting is 
a civic duty, and that rather than pigeon 
hole get-out-and-vote promoters, I 
should give them the benefit of the 
doubt and assume that their interests 
are civic rather than partisan. But I’m 
afraid such noble intentions raise yet 
another difficult string of questions. 
First among them, what of not voting 
at all? Is it not reasonable to argue that, 
given the complexity of national politics, 
one feels as though he is not informed 
enough to cast a meaningful ballot one 
direction or the other? This sounds more 
like humility than apathy. Or what of 
the Kantian framework that prevents an 
ends-justify-the-means attitude that is 
dominant among the political climate, 
which today endorses voters “holding 
their noses” at the expense of principled 
candidates? Again, this seems to be as 
much of a legitimate value judgement as 

the imperative to participate. Or what, 
dare I say, of the oft straw-manned 
libertarian who cries out at the top of 
her lungs, in a room with three people 
and two microphones, that voting is 
violence? It seems that these positions, 
while incorrect in my own view, are 
not so incorrect as to be dismissed out 
of hand with the simple “You have 
an absolute obligation to” defense. 
Upon closer examination, that defense 
by itself is about as satisfying as the 
parental “because I told you so.”

It seems that opposition to single-issue 
voting and the pressure to vote both 
rely on contestable premises. They 
sneak in their back doors a view of 
the political process which is far from 
universal. By hampering debate with 
assertions that such truths are self-
evident, they are anti-democratic in 
the worst sense. Opposition to single-
issue voting is anti-democratic in that 
it tells its neighbor how to vote, or at 
the very least how to go about voting. 
Such opposition undermines the 
deference and respect that each citizen 

is given by enfranchisement. 
The pressure to vote is, albeit 
in a more limited sense, anti-
democratic when it demands 
surrender from the increasingly 
plausible desire to abstain from 
the process altogether, which 
is an implicit gift freely given 
by our voluntary political 
processes. 

What I love about politics, 
and what prompted this letter, 
is the gulf between principle 
and practice. Everyone 
can solemnly bob his or 
her head to declarations of 
popular sovereignty, limited 
government, and all those other 
principles which every civics 
class under this or yesterday’s 
sun has covered. But in 
practice, voting shows its warts. 

It shows that some people are horribly 
uninformed about the candidates and 
policies at stake, that some vote down-
ballot without ever reading the names, 
that the vote of your professor counts 
only as much as mine does—which 
should make everybody shudder—and 
that, perhaps most devastatingly for 
the typical college student, just how 
little your vote matters. I love politics 
because no other discipline shatters 
the idealism of the armchair quite as 
quickly. 

I have argued that various protests 
over single-issue voting, political 
abstinence, and even booth packing 
popular movements have an anti-
democratic undergirding. Anti-
democratic procedures which kill 
debate before it can begin are obviously 
undesirable. But that is quite different 
from the normative position that, given 
all the warts of voting, democracy may 
need some sort of moderation, or even 
eradication. Indeed, debate about 
whether America is at her best as a 
democratic republic or a republican 
democracy is much more than pointy-
hatted academics bickering atop ivory 
towers. This sort of debate moves from 
the knocking down of paper tigers 
found in this writing to legitimate and 
deeply challenging questions about the 
desirable character of our government. 

In sharp contrast, “exercise your right 
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She had just closed the door to her office when her phone rang . Seeing it was her daughter, she set down her purse, 
picked up the receiver, and said with a smile, “Hey! How’s school been?”

“Good! I just got out of stats....How was the extra shift? That was this morning, right?”

The woman laughed warily. “Well...”

The crisp autumn morning was draped with a lattice of gauzy clouds dyed sunrise hues of rose pink, blood orange, and 
brilliant gold when the woman parked her car at the crumbling cement lot behind the St. Thomas Day School. With 
the sharp wind nipping at her face, she pulled her coat closed with a shiver while she waited for the car to lock with its 
signature beep-beep! Entering through the backdoor on her way to the front office, she passed through halls lined with 
students’ colorful handiwork of projects over the likes of George Washington and stick-figure sketches of smiley-faced 
families. The heavyset woman with the steel-gray perm and teal bifocals was already sitting behind the desk, nursing what 
appeared to be her fifth cup of coffee as she read emails on a hulking monitor from 2009.

Glancing up at the light rap the woman tapped at the entryway, the administrator set down her travel mug and smiled. 
“Good morning, Officer. It’s a mighty cold morning today, isn’t it!”

The woman laughed. “That it is. Who knows, it might actually snow this winter!”

“Now wouldn’t the kids get a trip out of that! You know the parents would pitch a fit about having to drive through it, 
though. No one here seems to know what a snow tire is!”

“They sure would,” she agreed. “Well, I guess the kids will start getting here any minute now. Have a nice day!”

“You too!”

With that the officer re-emerged into the morning chill and took her post at the crosswalk in front of the school.

This was how her mornings—and recently, her afternoons—had gone for weeks. All she had to do was make sure the 
students and their parents entered and exited the school safely—a valid concern for the school considering a recent uptick 
in shootings. It was a simple job to supplement her work at the police department, and as the first students began trickling 
into the school with some parents nodding a tired ‘hello,’ she thought this morning wouldn’t be any different.

It was when the morning rush was starting to pick up that she began to sense that something was off. Instead of the usual 
amicable smiles, waves, and nods, parents stared at her with a stifling air of contempt. Some would pick up their pace and 
rush headlong through the doors, their children tripping behind them. Then one young mother, a woman with stormy blue 
eyes and curls that sprung with each punctuated stamp of her heeled boots, approached the woman, dragging her groggy 
three-year-old son behind her.

“What have you been telling our children?” the mother hissed.

The officer’s face twisted in confusion. “I beg your pardon, ma’am?”

“Why are you teaching my son about police officers and guns? Every day I pick him up all he talks about is guns!”

“Ma’am, I’m not sure if I understand—”

Understanding
Sarah Venables





How to Be a Successful Instagram Model
Destiny Rose Murphy

Everyone hates on Instagram models 
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Despite Nick’s choice to continue his studies at 
Brown University, he has stayed connected 
with SMU and Hilltopics through discourse 
and writing.

There is an incredibly important but 
too-little-discussed topic in political 

science called the Overton Window. 
Jonathan Overton theorized that the 
socially acceptable positions on a given 
issue are fewer than the possible positions. 
If a position is acceptable, it is within 
the window, and those unacceptable are 
considered outside.

Why do feminists keep becoming 
enraged every time someone says they 
are not a feminist? The mission of many 
feminists has become to move any 
position that is not feminism outside 
the Overton Window. This isn’t nearly 
as conspiratorial as it sounds. Like all 
of us, most feminists are overconfident 
in their beliefs. They probably think 
there are no reasonable reasons 
someone would not choose to identify 
as a feminist. Those who don’t identify 
as feminists are bigots and, as such, 
have no place in national discourse. 
I want to emphasize that we all are 

victim to our own overconfidence in 
our beliefs and should consciously 
fight the tendency to believe our 
opinions with absolute certainty. Not 
all of us, though, try to push ideas that 
we are confident are wrong out the 
Window. For feminists, this begins 
by giving feminism an incredibly 
charitable definition: the belief in 
the equality of genders. But with any 
political or social label, it is never as 
simple as a definition. Like liberal, 
conservative, progressive, and really 
any broad political label, individual 
members of the label have incredibly 

Kicked out the Window
Nick Whitaker
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disparate ideas of what it means to be part 
of said group, or rather tribe. Really, all it 
means to be a conservative is to identify 
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When I was growing up, my mama used to sneak out of bed in the middle of the night to go to church. The church 

was closed at night, but Mama would sit in our old Honda minivan and pray where she felt close to her Lord and 

Savior. She said Jesus didn’t close just because it was nighttime. Once, when I was seven, she took me with her, and it felt like 

an adventure, being alive so late, seeing the world painted in indigos and blacks in between the yellow street lights. I sat on 

my hands, holding my breath as if Jesus himself might come walking across the parking lot, while Mama crossed herself over 

and over. She made the sign of the cross in front of me, too, and said, “I know what your sins will be, Rebecca.” 

Of course, when I was a child, I thought my mama knew everything and so I didn’t think much of it, but now that I am 

wandering around a gas station convenience store at four a.m. in an old sorority t-shirt, I say to myself, I understand. My 

sins are the same as my mama’s. My sins are the dull thrumming behind my eyes and the muttered gibberish I repeat like a 

lullaby, trying to soothe myself to sleep. My sins are the endless nights I spend with a wide-awake mind inside a heavy body, 

trudging through the nearly empty streets in the sunken world of sleeplessness. 

I pause in front of the lottery tickets, contemplating. Gambling, Mama always said, is the pagan form of prayer. I know I 

will not scratch off the lottery ticket, but I want to go through the checkout line. The 80s music comes grooving through the 

speakers, and I pick a lottery ticket with a redheaded man on the front and head to the checkout. A handsome older man 

with blue eyes and a curly gray beard smiles at me, and he is missing his two front teeth and wearing a nametag that reads 

Antione and he is my regular. 





“Beach Life-In-Death” has a IV-V-I-iii 
progression. Starting the song with the 



How Studying War Can Make You Better at 
What You Do
Corey Rogan

Facing challenging tasks is simply 
part of life. Each day produces its 

own set of troubles, and the long term 
usually promises even more. Sometimes, 
overcoming these challenges is easy; 
persistence, focus, and guts can carry 
the day. Most of the time, though, a 
challenging task can loom over one’s mind 
until overwhelming stress consumes all 
hope of getting the job done.

To better understand why certain tasks 
can seem so daunting, consider this: 
perhaps a challenging task is simply one 
for which a person doesn’t know what to 
do. An overwhelming job is simply one 
for which a person cannot develop a plan 
of action. 

What separates a walk around the block 
from a mountain excursion? What 
separates a brief text message from a 
final semester essay? The answer is one of 
degree; while both activities are similar in 
nature, one requires much more planning 
and preparation than the other. This is 
the distinguishing characteristic between 
a routine duty and a challenging task. If 
a person does not have to think too hard, 
develop a plan, or prepare in advance, the 
task seems easy. If, on the other hand, 
the task does require such efforts, it can 
feel challenging, daunting, and even 
overwhelming. The responsibility thus 
seems like a big task…because it is one, 
indeed!

Fear not! Though trials are inevitable, 
and though tribulation is an integral part 
of life, successful leaders across history 
have developed an approach that shrinks 
these large tasks into simpler activities. 
To explore this approach, we must turn 
to what is perhaps the most challenging, 
most daunting, and most overwhelming 
task faced by human beings: war.

From the victories of Alexander the 
Great to the conquests of Napoleon, 
from the triumphs of Washington to 
the “old blood and guts” of Patton, a 
model for winning war has emerged 
from the epic conflicts of history. This 
model can be found in use amongst 
military historians and Pentagon 
planners alike. It is a generalized 
understanding of how wars are fought, 
and few voices today attempt to refute 
it. Simply put, the model just makes 
sense.

The model is as follows:

Mission -> Strategy -> 

Operation <- Tactics

In common jargon, this model is 
called the “Four Levels of War.” Every 
military action has a mission, a strategy, 
an operation, and a set of tactics used 
in order to triumph over the enemy. 
Notice how every arrow points toward 
the operation; the operation is the 
physical manifestation of the mission 
and the strategy, while tactics ensure 
that the operation continues smoothly. 

Before continuing any further, it is 
necessary to define each element. Here 
is the author’s interpretation of each 
aspect of the Four-Levels Model:

Mission: the manifestation of values 
into a measurable goal. Having a 
mission is usually straightforward, 
and it’s often assigned. A mission 
needs to reflect the creator’s values, 
or else it demands action taken for 
the wrong purposes. The mission 
must be measurable; otherwise the 
creator will never know if it has been 
accomplished.

Strategy: the resource-based 
fulfillment of all conditions necessary 
for the mission to be accomplished. 
The accomplishment of any mission 
requires certain conditions to be met. 
These conditions can only be fulfilled 
through accurate information, careful 
analysis, and effective resource-
procurement. 

For example, suppose a military 
strategist was tasked with rescuing 
hostages. In order to rescue the 
hostages, his troops would need to 
infiltrate the enemy facility with the 
appropriate tools to break open the 
prison cells—condition #1. Before 
that action could be taken, however, 
the enemy security system would need 
to be rendered ineffective—condition 
#2. 

Condition #1 cannot be accomplished 
successfully without condition #2 
fib11 228 58.7151 Tm
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strategy’s conditions to be successfully 
fulfilled, the operational planner must 
avoid situations in which the adversary 
would have a who, a where/when, 
or a what advantage, and instead 
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