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S
ixty years ago George Orwell 
said that how we write and 
speak about important issues 
can become “ugly and inaccu-

rate because our thoughts are fool-
ish, but the slovenliness of our lan-
guage makes it easier for us to have 
foolish thoughts.”

There has been quite a lot of fool-
ishness about “V for Vendetta,” the 
much-hyped film. Its hero is V, a 
Shakespeare-quoting, art-collect-
ing fop who hides his government-
inflicted disfigurement behind a 
campy Guy Fawkes mask. V also 
happens to be an expert swordsman 
with super strength and blows up 
buildings to bring down a Big Broth-
er-style totalitarian regime.

“People should not be afraid of 
their governments,” V says. “Gov-
ernments should be afraid of their 
people.”

In a country whose founding 
documents include the Declara-
tion of Independence and the Sec-
ond Amendment, that's an idea that 
certainly merits debate. But in the 
hands of “Vendetta's” filmmakers, 
the same team that produced the 
“Matrix” trilogy, finer points of po-
litical philosophy are lost in a po-
lemic that undermines the West's 
rationale for the war on terrorism 
by obscuring what terrorism is.

When V settles his personal 
scores against the conspirators who 
abused him, he confronts them with 
their crimes and ruthlessly pro-
nounces their fate — the audience at 
my screening laughed gleefully each 
time this happened — but the exe-
cutions happen off-screen. Likewise, 

V’s bombings take place at night and 
are accompanied by decorative fire-
works and the 1812 Overture. We're 
not bothered by messy shots of hu-
man collateral damage.

A survey of many of the 175 re-
views of the film collected at Rot-
tenTomatoes.com — 75 percent of 
which are positive — suggests that 
popular discourse about terrorism 
is already steeped with moral rel-
ativism. A typical comment comes 
from the New Yorker’s David Denby 
who, in an otherwise excellent and 
extremely insightful review of the 
film, writes, “It’s true that one man’s 
terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter.” 

Variations of that thought show 
up in pieces ranging from Roger Eb-
ert on down to amateur movie blog-
gers, but no one stops to explain just 
what it means or why they believe it. 
If they did, perhaps they would real-
ize that they're passing along a cli-
ché that is — to borrow some adjec-
tives from Orwell — slovenly, ugly 
and inaccurate.

Simply put, terrorism is violence 
used against civilians to create fear 
and to intimidate a government into 
acting a certain way. Anyone who 
uses or threatens violence against 
innocents to further any political or 
social cause is a terrorist.

In the world outside comic books, 
freedom fighter is used as a euphe-
mism for terrorist. By its very con-

struction the term attempts to jus-
tify violent means by claiming it 
serves the end of freedom, which 
no one is against. One infamous 
example comes from Cindy Shee-
han, who last year described those 
fighting U.S. forces as “freedom 
fighters.” Never mind that the ex-
Baathists and foreign jihadis are ex-
plicitly fighting for the polar oppo-
site of freedom: the Islamic ideal of 
Sharia law.

At the conclusion of “Vendetta,” 
V's chosen martyrdom has inspired 
everyone in London to rise as one 
and sweep away their oppressors. 
However, real-life suicide bombers 
— on 9/11, in Israel, in Iraq -—don’t 

inspire popular revolt, they 
stir their targets to resist and 
defend themselves.

Freedom's real heroes are 
people like Abdul Rahman, the 
Afghan convert to Christiani-
ty, who chose to stand against 
the brutal custom of his coun-

try and has, so far, survived. 
People like Akbar Ganji, the Irani-

an journalist recently freed after six 
years in prison for writing about for-
mer president Rafsanjani's political 
assassinations and wrote a “Repub-
lican Manifesto” in prison. “Today, 
I'm more determined to say what I 
said six years ago,” Ganji said upon 
his release.

Rahman, Ganji and others like 
them are fighting with ideas, not 
bombs. And they’re doing it with-
out a mask.
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R
ecently the state department of education targeted 11 Baltimore 
City schools for eventual takeover. No Child Left Behind allows 
such action with schools that demonstrate a sustained pattern 
of low test scores for five years or more. The city’s broken special 

education system has been under state control since summer 2005. Now, 
four high schools and seven middle schools are the first in the country to 
be overtaken by the state under the auspice of No Child Left Behind.

With such news, too often city schools that get it right are over-

Strong leadership can uplift 
public schools

looked. There is one gem in par-
ticular that sets a fine example 
for public schools around Mary-
land: Thomas Johnson Elemen-
tary near Riverside Park in South 
Baltimore. Ironically, in Decem-
ber this school appeared on a list 
of possible school closings. Mean-
ing to accommodate declining en-
rollment citywide, the city unfortu-
nately considered shutting down a 
high-performing school.

Thomas Johnson Elementary, 
where 70 percent of students are 
eligible for free or reduced-price 
meals, shines under the leadership 
of principal James Sasiadek. Al-
most 80 percent of students scored 
at or above proficiency on the most 
recent state math and reading as-
sessments. The school caught the 
attention of Megan Farnsworth, 
author of “Getting Results: High-
Performing, Low-Income Schools 
in Maryland,” published in 2004 
by the Maryland Public Policy In-
stitute. 

A former teacher and curricu-
lum specialist, Farnsworth was the 
project manager behind “No Ex-
cuses,” the Heritage Foundation’s 
2001 nationwide study of low-in-
come schools that performed well 
on standardized tests. In her book, 
she profiled 12 high-poverty Mary-
land public schools that fit this 
category and demonstrated com-
mitment to raising student achieve-
ment and test scores, data analysis, 
ongoing staff development, small-
er class sizes, parental involvement 
and strong administrative leader-
ship. She contends that low-income 
schools can perform as well as af-
fluent ones as long as these compo-
nents are in place.

There is no doubt a visionary, in-
volved principal like Sasiadek can 
dramatically enhance staff and stu-
dent performance, as well as mo-
rale. How does one person make 
sure this successful foundation is 
sustained, even after the conclu-
sion of his tenure? “It doesn’t hap-
pen overnight,” said Sasiadek. “You 
have to build a learning communi-
ty where teachers support kids, the 
administration supports teachers, 
and the parents are involved.” 

Sasiadek also attributes suc-
cess to the school’s status as a pro-
fessional development center with 
Towson University. “I have some 
absolutely wonderful young teach-
ers whom we have the opportuni-

ty to train. My senior faculty mem-
bers did a wonderful job of being 
open and willing to learn along with 
them. This raises the bar for every-
day interactions.”

While Thomas Johnson Elemen-
tary is no longer on the list of poten-
tial closings, the school is still being 
considered for a transition from K-
5 to K-8, a change Sasiadek hopes 
will become official in April. “My 
parents are very anxious to hear 
the news,” he said. “It is so much 
more effective to keep children in 
a warm, nurturing environment 
where they are a known quantity. 
Having a K-8 situation and good 
relationships with families is the 
way you are able to solve some of 
the problems with that age group-
a very difficult age, especially, with 
the challenges we have in the mod-
ern urban environment.” Indeed, 
with middle school test scores lag-
ging around the country, the ado-
lescent years are in need of a differ-
ent approach in education.

Sasiadek applies one of his basic 
philosophies to education: “There 
are no neutral human interactions-
we either diminish or enhance each 
other. It goes that way with kids, 
parents and teachers. It’s critical to 
build a relationship where you can 
make all those connections. For ex-
ample, teachers in all grades need 
to know what the other teachers 
are doing.” Sasiadek encourages a 
regular dialogue between teachers 
and with the administration. “We 
do a lot with embedded staff devel-
opment and teaming on a weekly 
basis so we keep that dialogue fo-
cused on what kids are producing 
and how we are teaching them.” 

Sasiadek’s concern for his stu-
dents is palpable, and the feelings 
are returned, evidenced by the 
hugs he receives regularly in the 
halls. “We have to look at individual 
students for success,” he observed. 
“We can’t afford to lose anyone 
along the way. I really care about 
my kids. I value the trust those fam-
ilies have put in our school.”
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Real freedom fighters use ideas, not bombs
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Hugo Weaving as V in “V for Vendetta.” – Associated Press

… Terrorism is violence used 
against civilians to create fear 
and to intimidate a government 
into acting a certain way.


