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COMMENTARY

There has been a growing outcry over
demands from conservative groups like
KeepAmericaSafe.com and from Sen.
Charles Grassley, R-Iowa, for the names of
all lawyers working for the Obama adminis-
tration who “once represented or advocated
on behalf of . . . terrorist detainees.” Many
conservatives have spoken against these
attacks as contrary to the American legal
principle that even unpopular defendants
deserve a lawyer. But what hasn’t been
pointed out is that if these conservative
folks really care about keeping America
safe, they are barking up the wrong tree.

I am one of the lawyers who represent a
Gitmo detainee. Like the other Gitmo law-
yers, I volunteer my time and money, not
because I sympathize with terrorists, but
because I don’t believe any government
should have the power to indefinitely detain
a person without charging him with a
crime. I also believe in a basic principle of
law (which this country used to follow) that
merely calling someone a terrorist doesn’t
make him one.

It is not Gitmo lawyers who are endanger-
ing America. We are fighting to lift the veil
of secrecy so that judges and Americans can
learn the truth about each detainee, a prin-
ciple endorsed by the U.S. Constitution.

More than 90 percent of the Gitmo detain-
ees (including my client, Shawali Khan)
were captured by foreigners and turned
over to the United States, often in exchange
for well-publicized cash rewards. Khan’s

story is like many others. He was captured
not far from his home by Afghan men
linked to a corrupt warlord. Khan’s captors
named him as a “terrorist” and, we believe,
collected their cash reward.

Under the Geneva Conventions, Khan
would have had a hearing before being sent
off for incarceration. But Bush adminis-
tration lawyers wrote legal memos declar-
ing that any person captured by the U.S. in
connection with its war on terror has no
rights under international or U.S. law. Thus
Khan was sent off to Gitmo without anyone
checking to see if the allegations made
against him were true or false. Eight years
have passed, and Khan remains locked in
his cage at Gitmo. He has never been
charged with a crime or had any court
review on whether his detention is justified.

The direct consequence of the decision to
deny all rights to any person alleged to be a

terrorist is that many men were sent to
Gitmo by mistake. However, because most
of the detainees’ cases have been kept out of
the courts and out of the public eye, the
names and numbers of the men held at
Gitmo are unknown. This is un-American.

The decision to keep these cases out of
court was political. It was done so that our
leaders could falsely boast that the men they
sent to Gitmo are the worst of the worst. As
Dick Cheney crowed in 2005, the Gitmo
detainees were “picked up on the battlefield;
they’re terrorists; they’re bomb-makers;
they’re facilitators of terror; they’re mem-
bers of al-Qaida and the Taliban.”

Roughly 30 detainees, of about 700, have
had their cases reviewed by a district court
judge at a habeas hearing. (An even smaller
group of detainees, led by Khalid Sheikh
Mohammed, have actually been charged
with crimes and will perhaps get a trial.)

Twenty-five of the 30 detainees who have
had habeas hearings were found to be held
at Gitmo without justification and were
ordered released.

Note that a habeas hearing is not like a
trial. Government lawyers are not required
to call any witnesses but can prove their
case — that the detainee is connected in
some way to a terrorist group — by sub-
mitting hearsay statements of witnesses.
The detainee has no right to be present at
the hearing but may testify by video.

About 400 Gitmo detainees were released
by the Bush administration as a result of
secret, back-channel negotiations with their
home countries, and without judicial re-
view. Some of the released detainees have
joined anti-U.S. terror groups. However,
because their cases were kept secret and
away from the courts, it is impossible to say
whether these men were terrorists at the
time they were sent off to Gitmo or were
innocent men who learned to hate the U.S.
after years of unjust incarceration and
harsh interrogation.

On the other side of this fight are lawyers
carrying out a government policy designed
to keep the American people and the courts
in the dark about the men held at Gitmo. It
is a policy based on fear and ignorance that
actually makes our nation less safe. 

Sen. Grassley and the misguided folks at
KeepAmericaSafe.com are targeting the
wrong lawyers.

Leonard Goodman is a lawyer and adjunct
professor of law at DePaul University.
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Watch a time-lapse video of Scott Stantis

drawing a cartoon at chicagotribune.com/

stantistoon. You can check out his blog at

chicagotribune.com/stantis.

Caution!

Really, WGN-AM?
“Really”?
The nation’s favorite

intensifier is on your
list of 119 forbidden
words and phrases, but
not its close cousins
“very” and “ex-
tremely”?

I find that really over
the top. Even though I
concede that “really,”
like some other entries

on the list, is a verbal foam peanut — a
word that takes up space, does little
work and adds practically no value.

It’s as extraneous as the “false” in
“false pretenses” the “complete” in
“complete surprise,” the “definitely” in
“definitely possible” or the “close” in
“close proximity.” These expressions are
also on the list, which came to reporters
and anchors at the Tribune Co.-owned
radio station this week from our CEO,
Randy Michaels.

It went viral on the Internet (hey, is
that redundant?) shortly after local
media blogger Robert Feder posted it
Wednesday, and generated hundreds of
comments on various sites ranging from
really supportive to really indignant.

Ian Chillag, writing at National Public
Radio’s “Wait, Wait ... Don’t Blog Me!“
quickly crafted a single, run-on sentence
using every entry on the list. A sample:

“…the fact of the matter is, he lent a
helping hand to a legendary incarcer-
ated pedestrian lone gunman (the per-
petrator, who over in a neighboring
state, perished in a perfect storm of
no-brainers and things that went ter-
ribly wrong ...)”

In this taste alone you can see why
such a list might be helpful:

It reminds us of our weakness for
cliches — “lent a helping hand,” “perfect
storm” “no-brainer” “terribly wrong.”

It encourages us to avoid using words
that normal people don’t use in normal
conversation — “incarcerated,” “per-
petrator,” “perished.”

And it draws attention to empty, rote
verbiage — “the fact of the matter,” “leg-
endary.”

Yet elsewhere on the list — posted in
full at chicagotribune.com/zorn —
you can see why it might also be contro-
versial. It includes such cherished (to
me) terms as “to be fair,” “alleged,”

“officials” and “behind closed doors”
along with the innocuous, inevitable
“really.”

But controversy, normally, is part of
the fun.

Lists — best of, worst of, most over-
rated, most underappreciated and so on
— are meant to get us talking, thinking
and arguing.

Here, though, the context — a list
handed down from on high by The Man
— made it seem more like an attempt to
muzzle people than to get them talking.

Adding to the ominous nature of the
list was the adjective “forbidden,” which
WGN’s news director, Charlie Meyerson,
tacked on when forwarding the memo to
his staff. He told me Thursday he meant
it in the jocular, informal sense of simi-
lar lists of “banished” words, and not the
punitive, Orwellian sense that much of
the blogosphere picked up on.

“These are words we’re tired of,” he
said. “These are words that erect a wall
that says ‘I’m the announcer and you are
the listener.’ “

“Campaign trail,” for instance.
“Lucky to be alive.” “White stuff” in
reference to snow. “Touch base.”

“I passed the list on as a form of en-
couragement,” said Meyerson. “A chal-
lenge to the staff to clear out the dead
wood and try to do better.”

Muddling that message was Mey-
erson’s suggestion to staffers in the
same memo that they report to manage-
ment when they hear one another use
“forbidden” words on the air. He said he
meant nothing punitive by it and noted
that his memo specifically included
himself in the ranks of past and poten-
tial offenders.

“It wasn’t the greatest memo I’ve ever
written,” he said. “But I’ve been stress-
ing the importance of natural, conversa-
tional English for broadcasters since the
1980s when I was teaching at Columbia
College. And I’m not going to apologize
for that.”

He added that the controversy has
“triggered conversations” about the
importance of using clear, plain lan-
guage to communicate one-on-one with
listeners. “So in that sense,” he said,
“I’m really happy.”

How happy?
Oh, yes. Me, too.
Continue the conversation at chicago-

tribune.com/zorn

Eric Zorn

WGN word list tells
broacasters, ‘Get real’

You know the conven-
tional wisdom that says
if you think you’re crazy,
you’re probably not?
Surely a similar adage
applies to happiness: If
you say you’re happy,
you’re probably misera-
ble.

I don’t mean fleeting
moments of happiness,
the kind that can waft by
as you dance at your
wedding or watch your

child lead his soccer team to victory. I’m
talking about people who are always an-
nouncing how happy they are: The friend
who meets you for lunch once a year and
spends the whole time evangelizing about
her constant self-actualized joy. The person
on Facebook who reports on the bliss ren-
dered by his most recent meal of wood-fired
flatbread and organic litchis. 

So what to make of the latest happiness
books? For example, “The Nine Rooms of
Happiness” by Lucy Danziger and Cather-
ine Birndorf, which helps you “clean up
your emotional architecture,” or Gretchen
Rubin’s best-selling “The Happiness Proj-
ect,” on her pursuit of philosophical, psy-
chological and organizational precepts in
order to be happier. Chief among her find-
ings: Make your bed every morning.

Rubin has received some trouncing in
the media. The wife of a hedge-fund man-
ager, she lives in a Manhattan town house
and employs a baby sitter and a house-
keeper. With luxuries like that, it’s not
entirely clear why anyone would need to
sing in the morning (one of the precepts) in
order to raise her serotonin levels.

In fairness, happiness books tend not to
be penned by folks living on minimum
wage. 

But guess what? A new study suggests
that money’s not the only avenue to feeling
satisfied with your life. Analyzing data
from 79 men and women who wore incon-
spicuous devices that recorded some of
their conversations over the course of four
days, researchers from the University of
Arizona and Washington University in St.

Louis found a correlation between feelings
of well-being and the amount of time spent
talking every day. Moreover, the more
substantive your conversations, the happi-
er you’re likely to be. In other words, heart-
to-hearts trump small talk.

It’s long been conjectured that women
speak more words per day than men,
though no set ratio has emerged from
various studies. Estimates vary from 7,000
(women) versus 2,000 (men) to 20,000 versus
7,000. (At least one study, it should be said,
found no discernible difference.) However,
after testing personality and well-being, the
Arizona/Washington research did suggest
that women were happier than men, if less
because of the quantity of their words than
because they tended to open up about their
feelings (which, presumably, counts for
more than idle sports chat).

Which brings us to the question of happi-
ness lit. The latest of these books are writ-
ten by women and, judging by their empha-
sis on classic female unhappiness triggers
like feeling fat or anger at husbands for not
doing housework, are mostly aimed at
women. That’s understandable: Women
buy more books than men (when they’re
not talking, they’re reading). But they
apparently need the advice less than men.
What gives?

Maybe it’s that these books aren’t all that
dissimilar from the friend who rhapsodizes
about her personal fulfillment or the Face-
book-poster who won’t shut up about his
meals. Maybe it’s that, like junk food, they
simultaneously satisfy our cravings while
creating more of them. They’re the literary
equivalent of small talk — unavoidable
(crowding best-seller lists, popping up on
morning shows) yet ultimately part of the
problem. No wonder we keep thinking we
need more of them.

That said, I’m pretty sure making your
bed can indeed make you happier — espe-
cially if someone else does it for you.

Los Angeles Times

Meghan Daum is an essayist and novelist.

mdaum@latimescolumnists.com

It’s all just a lot of happy talk

Meghan
Daum
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