
Editor’s note: This is Part 1 of a 
multi-part series on the White River 
Bridge at Clarendon. Part 2 will be pub-
lished Thursday.

G
iven the current state of poli-
tics the world over, one could 
not be blamed for thinking 

that win-win scenarios are an endan-
gered species, if they ever really exist-
ed at all. Perhaps it is for this reason 
that the work to adapt the historic 
White River Bridge at Clarendon in-
to its hoped-for second act has such 
widespread and enduring appeal.

It’s a win for taxpayers, who will 
save more than $6 million. It’s a win for 
the state, which will be able to boast of 
a world-class addition to its growing 
collection of extraordinary cycling at-
tractions. It’s a win for the businesses 
and citizens of the six counties and 
numerous hamlets, towns, and cities 
through which the Memphis-Little 
Rock cycling route will pass. And it’s 
a win—a very nice one—for both na-
tional wildlife refuges.

It is toward this particular tragic 
missed opportunity that I turn today.

The benefits to the refuges are 
manifold. The first is marketing. As 
the catalyzing attraction of the epic 
“River, Ridge, Rowcrop, and Refug-
es” cycling trail, the refuges will en-
joy a substantial bump in awareness 
the world over. The second is in the 
area of conservation. Choose not to 
traumatize an ecosystem adapted over 
the past 85-plus years to the status quo 
by violently upending that status quo, 
and the birds of the refuges and their 
descendants will thank you.

The third relates to the quality 
of the product that are the refuges. 
The adapted bridge will not just pass 
through the refuges, it will become a 
feature of the refuges. How many oth-
er refuges in the country can boast of 
a striking two-mile elevated walkway 
through the canopy of their forests? 
This very noticeable “improvement” 
could quickly become one of their 
most popular and iconic. And then 
of course there is the good will that 
comes from being a good neighbor … 
a sometimes elusive goal for any area 
such as this.

This past summer, as part of a 
good-faith effort to engage with our 
adversaries-cum-prospective partners 
at the Department of Interior to find 
a win-win resolution to the lose-lose 
status quo, we put forth a proposal—at 
their request—laying out an arrange-
ment via which the bridge would re-
main. In that proposal, we included a 
number of unsolicited “sweeteners” 
that would deliver additional benefit to 
the refuges, among which were offers 
to (1) Install two dedicated wildlife ob-
servation platforms, two photography 

blinds, and at least eight environmen-
tal education interpretive kiosks on 
the bridge; and (2) convert the City of 
Clarendon’s existing tourist informa-
tion center into a joint city and refuges 
“Welcome and Information Center” 
complete with office, meeting, storage, 
classroom, and interpretive space at 
no cost to the refuges. This offer also 
came with free staffing in the form of 
the existing city volunteer at the center 
being made available for training by 
the refuges to provide information to 
the public.

These alone would enable the ref-
uges to immediately realize a number 
of unfulfilled ambitions (per their own 
comprehensive conversation plans) 
and substantially enhance access and 
experience for visitors at absolutely 
no cost.

A 
day or so after our proposal 
was submitted, we received a 
visit in Clarendon from a se-

nior delegation from the Department 
of Interior out of Washington, D.C. We 
had high hopes that a good-faith back-
and-forth using our proposal as a start-
ing point would proceed from there. 
Unfortunately, that was not to be.

A short time later, we received 
a letter from a department lawyer 
abruptly terminating the good-faith 
conversations without explanation 
while restating the same tired regu-
latory rationales that had been their 
position in the past. This rang more 
than a bit hollow because you don’t 
take a high-level delegation to Clar-
endon, Ark., to clarify the regulatory 
landscape. You make a trip like that 
when you know the regulatory land-
scape gives you discretion and you’re 
trying to decide how to exercise it.

So we must call it out for what 
it was: an explicit choice by the De-
partment of Interior—for whatever 
reason—to say no to a win-win op-
portunity.

But given that “it’s never a wrong 
time to make something right,” in the 
spirit of Valentine’s Day, we are deliv-
ering this message of reconciliation 
right to you, Department of Interior: 
“Interior, baby … We had a good thing 
going. Just when things started getting 
serious, you ran away. You broke our 
heart. But that’s all behind us now. If 
you’re ready to try again, so are we. 
You bring the chocolates, we’ll bring 
the flowers.”

A candlelight dinner atop a certain 
historic bridge awaits …

—–––––v–––––—

Doug Friedlander is executive director of 

the Friends of the Historic White River Bridge 

at Clarendon, a 501(c)3 nonprofit.
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What is diversity?
“D

iversity” has become an 
obsession in certain quar-
ters, with mere mention 

of it producing a reflexive nodding of 
heads and outpouring of virtue signal-
ing.

The problem is that diversity in the 
abstract is largely lacking in meaning, 
neither inherently good nor bad; rather, 
its value is entirely contingent upon 
circumstances.

In a recent essay questioning the 
unquestioning worship of diversity, Jo-
nah Goldberg noted that “diverse stock 
portfolios are more resilient. Diverse 
diets are healthier. But that doesn’t 
mean picking bad stocks will make you 
richer, or that eating spoiled foods is 
good for you.”

In other words, and as with so 
much else in life, it depends.

The greatest experiment in human 
liberty, the American founding, bene-
fited from shared cultural and politi-
cal values, and thus minimal diversity, 
among the founders, while the worst 
cases of ethnic/sectarian conflict in 
recent decades, in Yugoslavia, Rwan-
da and Iraq, can be attributed to too 
much diversity.

The original invocation of “diversi-
ty” in academe came with the Supreme 
Court’s Bakke decision in 1978; more 
specifically, Justice Lew-
is Powell’s opinion pro-
claiming diversity in the 
classroom a “compelling 
state interest” permitting 
affirmative action in ad-
missions.

Granted that rath-
er dubious imprimatur 
of constitutionality, the 
cause was given further impetus by 
two exemplars of the academic admin-
istrative elite, former Princeton pres-
ident William G. Bowen and former 
Harvard president Derek Bok, in their 
influential 1998 book The Shape of the 
River, wherein the original idea of us-
ing racial preferences to compensate 
for past discrimination against blacks 
shifted toward the notion that white 
students would benefit from having 
non-white students in their classrooms 
and dormitories.

Being around people who looked 
and talked differently was assumed to 
enrich everyone’s educational expe-

rience, especially that of “privileged” 
white suburban kids.

Using discrimination based on race 
in the present to compensate for dis-
crimination based on race in the past 
was always a hard sell for Americans 
who had bought into the logic of the 
civil rights movement (as well as a vi-
olation of the 14th Amendment’s “equal 
protection of the laws” clause), but the 
practice was saved when the diversity 
concept came riding to the rescue.

“Diversity” was, in short, a less divi-
sive justification for preferences—who, 
after all, can quarrel with the idea that 
our lives are enhanced by exposure to 
people from difference cultures and 
races, especially in a multicultural so-
ciety like America?

Still, when you move beyond that 
initial proposition, with which so ma-
ny can so easily agree, you run into 
an array of contradictions and logi-
cal cul-de-sacs relating to the various 
meanings of diversity and their imple-

mentation. For instance, 
if diversity is interpreted 
merely in terms of race 
and ethnicity, how do we 
achieve it without relying 
on systems of preferences 
and the kind of morally 
odious bean count found 
in quotas?

Problems also emerge 
when plopping people into crude racial 
and ethnic categories, with the implicit 
assumption that everyone in those cat-
egories thinks the same way and has 
the same values (thereby bringing their 
alleged “group” identity with them to 
the educational experience). There is, 
after all, something profoundly disturb-
ing, even racist, in attributing attitudes 
and values to people purely on the ba-
sis of their race or ethnicity.

Going further, a reasonable person 
might be forgiven for asking whether 
superficial differences of pigmenta-
tion and gender are necessarily more 
important than differences in religion, 

region, class, and, especially, ideas.
Great irony is found in the fact that, 

in precisely the years that diversity has 
become such an obsession on our col-
lege campuses, the form most crucial 
for a proper education—political and 
ideological diversity—has declined 
precipitously in the same places.

Indeed, those most enamored of 
crude forms of diversity tend to also be 
those most intolerant of the ideological 
diversity consistent with the market-
place of ideas and the broader purpose 
of education, which is, lest we forget, 
not to divide but bring us together in 
our shared humanity.

T
hose who embrace diversity in a 
racial or ethnic sense are afraid 
of ideological diversity because 

they correctly sense that with such di-
versity comes criticism of the uses of 
diversity to support racial preferenc-
es; indeed, diversity of ideas is the last 
thing most of our campus commissars 
of political correctness want.

Racial and ethnic diversity, and the 
reliance upon racial and ethnic prefer-
ences to achieve it, thus exist in tension 
with, and require the suppression of, 
the diversity of ideas.

Going beyond all these conun-
drums is also the bizarre manner in 
which diversity makes a fetish out of 
something that inheres in life itself—
we are all “unique” creatures, by defini-
tion unlike any others that have walked 
this earth. Diversity is thus logically 
impossible to avoid because it’s inher-
ent in human individuality. It doesn’t 
have to be pursued or manipulated, it 
simply is. To worship it is therefore as 
meaningless and banal as to worship 
oxygen or the oceans.

Thus, a useful rule of thumb: Those 
who prattle on the most about diversity 
are generally those most hostile to the 
genuine article.

As Thomas Sowell once acidly put 
it, “The next time some academics tell 
you how important diversity is, ask 
how many Republicans there are in 
their sociology department.”

—–––––v–––––—

Freelance columnist Bradley R. Gitz, who 

lives and teaches in Batesville, received his 

Ph.D. in political science from the University 

of Illinois.
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More pressing needs
It was a very informative article in 

last Sunday’s paper on the Clarendon 
bridge controversy. I can see that the 
river bridge would be a money pit, but 
why spend money removing the old 
highway bed and its concrete bridges?

They could serve access to people 
who aren’t outdoorsmen to see this 
amazing forest we all own, and may-
be help out the town to boot. Please 
don’t tell me the concrete bridges 
are unsafe because here on High-
way 70, hundreds of Interstate 40’s 
overcrowded big trucks use the same 
antique bridges every time there’s a 
problem. And any flooding problems 
are a joke; it’s a flood zone and the on-
ly reason the timber is still there. Re-
member when Rex Hancock stopped 
them from draining the Cache.

Don’t let the highway department 
give millions to an out-of-state com-
pany to remove this. Please contact 
the governor and Congressman 
Crawford, and our senators too. We 

hired them to stop wasteful spending; 
make them earn their money. There 
are many more pressing needs in east-
ern Arkansas.

RAY CATES
Carlisle

On looking forward
Preston Brown, in his fine letter in 

the Feb. 4 issue, mentioned Dr. Viktor 
Frankl, a Jewish psychotherapist who 
spent years in concentration camps 
during the Nazi regime. He lost his 
mother, father, brother, and wife while 
there.

His logotherapy was designed to 
break through the neuroses of his pa-
tients, a defense device which served 
to conceal their life’s mission, which 
is different for all people. He believed 
the main drive of folks was a search 
for meaning in their lives going for-
ward, as opposed to Freud’s emphasis 
on individuals’ past history.

BILL SAYGER
Brasfield

Testing was irrelevant
Regarding the U.S. FDA ending a 

nicotine study at an Arkansas lab af-
ter four monkeys died, it is ludicrous 
to still torture animals in this age to 
study nicotine effects. To all the writ-
ers defending the torture/experiments, 
notice I said nicotine.

Taxpayers shouldn’t be forced to 
pay over $15 billion every year for ex-
periments—on dogs, cats, monkeys, 
and other animals—that are irrelevant.

Renowned primate researcher 
Jane Goodall wrote to FDA Com-
missioner Scott Gottlieb after the 
death of four adolescent monkeys 
in nicotine experiments, saying the 
treatment of the monkeys was tanta-
mount to taxpayer-funded torture. “I 
was disturbed—and quite honestly 
shocked—to learn that the U.S. FDA 
is still, in 2017, performing cruel and 
unnecessary nicotine addiction ex-
periments on monkeys,” she wrote. 
Devices were placed in young squir-
rel monkeys to deliver nicotine di-
rectly into their bloodstreams, then 
they were put in restraint devices and 
trained to press levers to receive dos-
es of nicotine. Each monkey is locked 
alone in a cage for nearly three years. 
Goodall concluded: “To continue 
performing nicotine experiments on 
monkeys when the results of smoking 
are well-known in humans—whose 
smoking habits can still be studied 
directly—is shameful.”

KELLEY HARRIS
Pine Bluff

Need offshore energy
Re “A drilling reprieve”: Nations 

from Canada to Brazil are exploring 
for energy in the Atlantic, while U.S. 

oil and gas in the same ocean is locked 
away. It doesn’t make sense—especial-
ly since the U.S. is a world leader in 
safety standards.

Offshore drilling is safer than ever. 
Through joint efforts from industry 
experts and government regulators, 
more than 100 industry safety and 
environmental standards have been 
created or strengthened, and the in-
dustry launched the Center for Off-
shore Safety to ensure continual safety 
improvements.

Offshore production has been pro-
viding more than 1 million barrels of 
oil per day to the U.S. economy for the 
last 20 years, and today production 
in the Gulf of Mexico is near all-time 
highs—while co-existing safely along-
side military operations, tourism and 
fishing. But to maintain U.S. produc-
tion and grow the economy, we need 
to expand.

It might seem that landlocked 
states like ours don’t have a stake in 
offshore energy exploration. But all 
Americans have an interest in future 
energy security. Strong natural gas and 
oil production has helped make en-
ergy more affordable for families and 
businesses, spurring manufacturing 
growth. And U.S. energy leadership 
has enhanced our security, reducing 
reliance on overseas energy and di-
minishing the influence of nations that 
use their energy wealth as a weapon.

Offshore energy represents an op-
portunity to keep those benefits go-
ing well into the future, while creating 
hundreds of thousands of jobs. The 
U.S. should not stay on the sidelines 
while other nations move forward.

J. KELLY ROBBINS
North Little Rock

J. Kelly Robbins is executive director 
of the Arkansas Petroleum Council.

Reprehensible actions
An important issue plaguing Ar-

kansas is that of puppy mills. While 
this phrase sounds oh-so-cute, it is 
a living nightmare right here in the 
Natural State. Puppy mills breed dogs 
in inadequate conditions, causing de-
fects, illness, and malnutrition. These 
puppy mills mass-breed animals at a 
low cost and sell the dogs for profit 
to pet stores. 

Arkansas is among the top 10 
states for puppy mills in the country, 
with an estimated 700 to 1,000 mills 
around the state. There is no legisla-
tion to prevent this atrocity, no excuse 
for our reprehensible actions.

The most well-rounded and ef-
fective solution would be to launch 
a three-pronged approach from all 
sides: a social media campaign to 
raise awareness and gain a follow-
ing, a call to action from Arkansas to 
enable legislative change, and finally, 
promotion of adoption from animal 
shelters instead of buying from stores 
supplied by puppy mills. This would 
enact both preventative measures as 
well as reactionary consequences 
for offenders. With this, puppy mills 
could be a rarity rather than a regu-
larity.

This is the moment to start. This is 
the moment we collectively decide to 
look at these statistics and say it’s too 
much. This is the moment Arkansas 
becomes a better place for all those 
who call it home, whether they have 
hands or paws. So, I plead to readers: 
Take to social media, contact your 
representatives, visit your local an-
imal shelter—choose to effect real 
change today.

JADE MA
Mabelvale
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