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The mainstream media once again 
have enthusiastically endorsed Donald 
Trump’s latest strike on Syria, pulled 
off without Congressional approval and 
in blatant violation of U.S. and interna-
tional law. Reporting in breathless 
detail the weapons used and the sites 
bombed, the mainstream media seem 
to agree with President Trump that 
Syrian President Bashar Assad is a “Gas 
Killing Animal” responsible for the 
ghastly deaths of Syrian innocents in a 
chemical attack, one which demands 
swift, forceful retaliation. This rush to 
judgment comes even as international 
organizations have yet to conduct any 
formal investigations into the evidence 
of what, if anything, happened in 
Douma and who is responsible.

Now compare this intense media 
coverage of the alleged Syrian chemical 
attacks to the near silence accorded the 
horrific civilian massacre perpetrated by 
Israeli soldiers in Gaza, at the very same 
time. The Gazan health ministry reports 
that at least 34 unarmed Palestinians 
have been killed by Israeli forces over 
the past weeks, with hundreds more 
injured during six weeks of planned 
demonstrations titled the “Great March 
of Return,” which largely consisted of 
tire-burning and prayer. Human Rights 
Watch denounced the killings as “calcu-

lated” and “unlawful.” A video of an 
Israeli sniper shooting an unarmed 
Palestinian man is but one example of 
the substantial available evidence of this 
deliberate killing of innocent civil-
ians.  After the sniper shoots the man, 
one of the soldiers yells “yes!” and “son 
of a bitch!” in celebration as a crowd 
rushes toward the body. Israel’s defense 
minister Avigdor Lieberman rejected 
calls for an inquiry into these Israeli kill-
ings of Palestinians, saying soldiers 
along the Gaza frontier “deserve a 
medal” for what they did.  The United 
States, rather than labeling Lieberman a 
“killing animal,” instead blocked a 
Kuwait-drafted U.N. Security Council 
statement that would have called for an 
independent investigation. And the 
mainstream media says next to nothing.

Three differences in the reportage here 
are readily apparent. First, the evidence: 
In contrast to still unverified reports of 
who’s responsible for the alleged Syrian 
attacks, there is overwhelming first-hand 
video evidence of the flagrant massacre of 
unarmed Palestinian civilians in Gaza by 
Israeli soldiers. Second, the manner of 
killing. The alleged murder of civilians 
using chemical weapons apparently calls 
for worldwide moral indignation and 
humanitarian retaliation, whereas indis-
criminate murder by sniper rifles, as done 

by Israel in Gaza, causes no 
such concern. Third, the vic-
tims: the U.S. media’s almost 
total neglect of the brutal mur-
ders of innocent Palestinian 
men, women and children 
leads to the inescapable con-
clusion that, in contrast to 
Syrian victims, Palestinian vic-
tims don’t matter.

How do we account for 
this discrepancy? Thirty years 
ago Noam Chomsky and Ed 
Herman explained it incisive-
ly in their book on U.S. mass 

media called Manufacturing 
Consent. Their seminal insight was the 
distinction between worthy and unwor-
thy victims. They showed through 
copious research that the U.S. media 
consistently portray people abused or 
murdered by enemy states, such as 
Syria, as worthy victims, whereas those 
treated with equal or even greater sever-
ity by U.S. client states, such as Israel, 
are ignored as unworthy victims.

They also showed that as long as the 
major media outlets endorse official U.S. 
consensus—say, that Assad is a “Gas 
Killing Animal”—they are not required to 
produce credible evidence, construct seri-
ous arguments, or present extensive docu-
mentation. Meanwhile, the public gener-
ally does not even notice the chilling 
silence accorded to unworthy victims of 
client states like Israel, whose suffering is 
drowned out by the disingenuous human-
itarian outcry for the suffering of wor-
thy victims of enemy states like Syria.

Of course what determines whether 
victims are worthy or unworthy has 
nothing to do with their actual suffering, 
or the ghastliness of their deaths, but 
rather with whether the state perpetrat-
ing the suffering is friend or foe. 
Conclusive demonstration of this is that 
Assad’s alleged Syrian victims are deemed 
worthy and must be avenged, whereas 
the Syrian victims of U.S. airstrikes and 
drones are almost invisible, as unworthy 
as their suffering Palestinian counter-
parts. Such is the monstrous calculus of 
the criminal U.S. regime and its crimi-
nally complicit media.

Doug Noble is an activist with Upstate 
New York Drone Action Coalition.

—CounterPunch, April 20, 2018

h t t p s : / / w w w . c o u n t e r p u n c h .
org/2018/04/20/a-tale-of-two-atrocities-
douma-and-gaza/

A Tale of Two Atrocities: Douma and Gaza
By Doug Noble

Israeli military has killed at least 30 unarmed Palestinians and 
wounded hundreds at Gaza’s Great March of Return protests 
since the March 30, 2018 six-week peaceful sit-in began.
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The terror of war is the modus ope-
randi of U.S. capitalism, and has been 
from the very beginning. When the first 
white man set foot upon this continent 
he did so not only as the representative 
of European imperialism—England, 
France and Spain—but armed with 
weapons of mass murder far more 
advanced than the hunting implements 
used by the indigenous peoples who 
inhabited this land for millennia. 

The onslaught by these imperialists 
was relentless. Every means of slaugh-
ter was used to steal this land including 
biological warfare—small pox tainted 
blankets—and the massive slaughter of 
game that the indigenous people 
depended upon for survival. Bounties 
were paid to settlers for the scalps of 
indigenous men, women and children 
who were in the way of these conquer-
ing marauders. Soon after, the Black 
slaves of Africa were brought over to 

further enrich the colonial conquerors 
and establish their dominance on this 
continent. This is how the United 
States was born. 

Throughout its history, from its very 
inception, the U.S. government has car-
ried out mass violence against indige-
nous inhabitants, slaves, and the work-
ing class. Every war, every battle, every 
invasion, every massacre carried out by 
this country was waged against the inno-
cent while the commanders of capital 
and their generals sit in safety and fill 
their coffers with wealth beyond reason. 

This is the way of war. It is not natu-
ral. It’s not human nature. It is the 
nature of capitalist imperialism because 
war and the sale of weapons of mass 
destruction are a source of great profit. 
And it is waged at the expense not only 
of the masses who are attacked but also 
those who are the cannon fodder for 
their imperialist armies.

War is a vehicle of terror and oppres-
sion. It never brings peace, only unend-
ing war. The sum of all the wars in the 
history of humanity has come to what we 
are witnessing today—a world in chaos. 

We have come to the end of the line. 
The commanders of capital are waging 
a worldwide war against humanity and 
each other with the aim of keeping the 
U.S. on top. But even with the most 
powerful arsenal, their wars are not 
being won; they are just killing more 
and more of the innocent and devas-
tating the planet.

War crimes are inevitable because 
war, in and of itself, is a crime. The 
capitalist class will do whatever they 
think will work to put themselves on 
top. They have poisoned, they have 
napalmed, they have used nuclear 
weapons, and they have carried out 
clandestine operations to make them-
selves appear to be the victims. 

Bloody massacres have never 
stopped them because it is not their 
blood that is shed—it’s our blood—the 
blood of the working class that is shed.

What the Iraq war has brought
In an April 17, 2018 article in the 

New York Times by Margaret Coker 
and Falih Hassan titled, “A Ten-Minute 
Trial, a Death Sentence: Iraqi Justice 
for ISIS Suspects,” 

“The 42-year-old housewife had 
two minutes to defend herself 
against charges of supporting the 
Islamic State. Amina Hassan, a 
Turkish woman in a flowing black 
abaya, told the Iraqi judge that she 
and her family had entered Syria and 
Iraq illegally and lived in the Islamic 
State’s so-called caliphate for more 
than two years. But, she added: ‘I 
never took money from Islamic 

Capitalism’s Conspiracy of Terror
By Bonnie Weinstein

U.S. AND WORLD POLITICS
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State. I brought my own money 
from Turkey.’ The whole trial lasted 
ten minutes before the judge sen-
tenced her to death by hanging. 
Another accused Turkish woman 
entered the courtroom. Then anoth-
er, and another. Within two hours, 
14 women had been tried, convicted 
and sentenced to die.”

This is the glorious victory the U.S. 
war on Iraq has brought. Our govern-
ment is rooted in the blood of the 
innocent. History will NOT absolve 
them! We can’t trust a word they say. 
They lie, cheat, murder and steal with 
abandon. They routinely carry out 
mass murder, torture, deceit and ter-
ror. It’s how they rule. World domina-
tion is their only goal.

In another article in the New York 
Times by Gardiner Harris dated April 
19, 2018 titled, “Trump Administration 
Seeks to Expand Sales of Armed 
Drones,” the article states,

“The biggest change announced on 
Thursday involves the sale of larger 
armed drones like the Predator and the 
Reaper, which have been the work-
horses of the fight against insurgents in 
Afghanistan and the tribal regions of 
Pakistan…Under the old policy, only 
Britain, France and Italy were approved 
to purchase armed drones…As more 
countries are approved, ‘the risk is that 
countries may be more willing to use 
military force when they can do so 
without risking their own people’…
The Obama administration was also 
enthusiastic about foreign weapons 
sales, which soared during its tenure. 
Direct weapons sales declined in the 

first year of the 
Trump adminis-
tration from the 
year before and 
are now roughly 
half the level seen 
in 2011, the first 
full year of the 
Arab Spring.”

War is big 
business for the 
U.S. They will sell 
weapons to their 

allies who will wage war against their 
own people while the U.S. capitalists 
make more money and more weapons 
of mass destruction to sell. It has noth-
ing to do with justice, freedom or 
democracy, which was what the Arab 
Spring was about. The goal of these 
wars is to bomb countries back into the 
dark ages. This allows the U.S. to make 
natural resources, such as oil, freely 
available for exploitation by U.S. cor-
porations without fear of retaliation. 

They must be stopped!

Humanity’s history of cooperation
Humanity has not always waged 

war. War is relatively new to human 
history. Humans have roamed the 
Earth for three million years. Relics of 

war are only about 6,000 years old. So 
for two-million-nine-hundred-and-
ninety-four-thousand-years people 
lived in peace and cooperation with 
one another. That is how language 
developed, trade roots were established 
and humanity flourished. Cooperation 
is essential to the development of 
humanity. War is the road to human 
annihilation.

What we have to come to terms 
with is that these wars will continue 
until we, the working class and all of 
our allies finally bring an end to the 
capitalist system so that no one ever 
profits from war again. 

It is essential that we bring an end to 
this violence and terror that permeates 
every aspect of our society. It is essen-
tial to all life on the planet that we bury 
these weapons of mass destruction and 
tear down the borders between us. War 
is the antithesis of humanity. Humanity 
depends upon cooperation, sharing, 
peace, justice and equality. That is 
what we do best and have done for mil-
lennia. We must end capitalism to end 
war. We must end capitalism to survive 
into the future. We must end capital-
ism to bring peace on earth. That is 
what a socialist revolution is all about. 
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When Jonathan Swift penned A 
Modest Proposal, suggesting ways for 
preventing the poor from becoming a 
burden on the state, he was obviously 
being ironic. As was often his wont, the 
great satirist, in suggesting that the 
children of the poor be served up as a 
new culinary delicacy, was really hav-
ing a poke at the rich and powerful 
who were profiting from the poverty of 
itinerant Irish peasants, many of whom 
had been evicted from their land and 
forced into destitution. So far as Swift 
could see, such a gastronomic innova-
tion would well suit the racketeering 
landlords, “who, as they have already 
devoured most of the parents, seem to 
have the best title to the children.”1 

The germ of Swift’s proposal, which 
he wrote in 1729, stemmed from his 
awareness that there was no work for 
the landless peasantry. And, as there 
was no physical use to which they 
could be put, he surmised that other 
means would have to be found for uti-
lizing this early precariat if any value 
was to be extracted from their sad lives. 
What is perhaps most remarkable 
about Swift’s proposal is just how pre-
scient it has turned out to be. For in the 
world of post-industrial, and increas-
ingly post-labor capitalism, novel and 
innovative ways are indeed being found 
for deriving a profitable return from 
the poorest members of society. Terms 
like “the underclass,” “surplus people,” 
“the precariat,” even “unpeopled” and 
“zombie culture” give a sense of the 
new era of exploitation we are now 
entering where what is key is not the 
productive power to which a laboring 
body can be put, as those times have 
now largely passed. Rather profit, con-
siderable profit, is now being extracted 
from a new form of utilizing the less 
advantaged. A kind of colonization of 
biographical life is underway in which 
the social reproduction of life itself is 

being made accessible for private 
exploitation. Through a range of medi-
cal, therapeutic, criminal and social 
interventions deemed necessary by the 
state, the lives of the poor have been 
turned over to private enterprise for 
management, censure and treatment.

Incarceration is, probably, the stark-
est form of commodification where 
simply warehousing flesh brings a 
return. The cost of penal servitude in 
the U.S. varies from state to state, but 
an average of around $30,000-per-year 
can be made by simply keeping a body 
shut in a cell. Bearing in mind that over 
20 prisoners are often locked up 
together, it isn’t a bad return on a tiny 
speck of, often sub-standard, real 
estate.2 However, servitude is best seen 
as a gateway to a whole raft of exploit-
ative practices, as even basic amenities, 
such as making a phone call, or receiv-
ing a money transfer are charged at 
exorbitant rates. In fact some sort of 
“tariff” is levied on just about every 
aspect of prison life, with many in jail 
even receiving a bill for their stay.3 
And, since indebtedness itself is a crim-
inal offence, the door back into prison 
is never quite closed.4 Parole, proba-
tion, tagging, repetitive drug testing 
and a wide range of coercive practices 
are other lucrative uses to which the 
incarcerated or recently released can be 
put. Thus, ex-cons are not delivered 
back to the pre-incarceration world, 
but remain permanently suspended in 
a kind of “felonized limbo” in which 
the only way out is down.

The figures around incarceration in 
the U.S. tell a brutal story, particularly 
if you are an African American, as 
Michelle Alexander recounts in The 
New Jim Crow. There has been a mas-
sive 700 percent increase in the prison 
population in the past four decades 
with two out of three men imprisoned 
being Black, notwithstanding the fact 

that African Americans make up less 
than 13 percent of the total U.S. popu-
lation.  As California’s mass prison 
building program, which began in the 
1980s, took place against the back drop 
of a falling crime rate, the most obvi-
ous explanation for this carceral expan-
sion is a coalescence of political and 
corporate interests, discernibly embod-
ied in A.L.E.C: The American 
Legislative Exchange Council.5 As its 
name suggests, A.L.E.C. doesn’t waste 
time wooing delegates; instead it pro-
actively produces the legislation it 
wants passed and simply gets its emis-
saries to fill in the blanks.

In addition to the considerable 
profits earned by the correctional 
industry, (which is also the country’s 
third largest employer,)—CoreCivic, 
the biggest such corporation, made 
profits in excess of $220m in 2015—
many private companies, making 
products as diverse as airplane parts 
and sexy underwear, have been attract-
ed by the “outsourcing without a lan-
guage problem” slogan that is prison 
fare. In 2012 Unicor: the public com-
pany which uses prison inmates, earn-
ing $0.23-$1.15-an-hour, to produce 
goods for government contracts, began 
inviting other corporations to co-
invest and enjoy the financial benefits 
of what is essentially slave labor.6 

Whereas Alexander laments that so 
many incarcerated, and subsequently 
stigmatized, Black men are “locked out” 
of the mainstream economy and society, 
Loic Wacquant, in his examination of 
penal colony America, recognizes that 
this is already mainstream.7 Wacquant’s 
focus is not on mass incarceration per se, 
rather, he sees it as a further develop-
ment of state power, which has nothing 
to do with growing criminality but with 
the state’s need to readjust power rela-
tions within wider society. As Wacquant 
astutely observes in his aptly entitled 

Uses for the Poor
By Susan Roberts
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opening chapter, “America as Living 
Laboratory of the Neo-Liberal Future,” 
a restrictive workfare and an expansive 
prison-fare are inter-related, giving the 
neoliberal state a “distinctively paternal-
istic visage” which translates into “inten-
sified intrusion and castigatory over-
sight.” Wacquant is surely correct in 
identifying the social retrenchment of 
the state as a dislocating force within 
society, an effect of which has been the 
stratification of urban poverty, giving 
rise to “a new form of citizenship for 
those trapped at the bottom of the 
polarizing class structure.”

What is most notable about this 
new “warehousing” of the poor is just 
how reminiscent of early capitalism it 
is. Jeremy Bentham’s corporate pro-
posal: “Pauper Management 
Improved,” published in 1796, even 
looks like a forerunner of Unicor, with 
its stated aim to have absolute author-
ity over “the whole body of the bur-
densome poor” through setting up a 
network of workhouses to contain the 
unemployed, “So many industry-hous-
es, so many crucibles, in which dross of 
this kind [the poor] is converted into 
sterling.”8 For, as Michael Perelman 
points out in his study of the brutal 
primitive accumulation which accom-
panied, or in many ways was a forerun-
ner to, the establishment of capitalism 
in industrializing England, but has 
largely been airbrushed out of histori-
cal accounts, “Bentham understood 
that the struggle to subdue the poor 
would spill over into every aspect of 
life.” For once people had been forced 
from their homes and denied their cus-
tomary rights of self-subsistence steps 
would have to be taken to force them 
into poverty wage labor. 

Even the commentary of the time, 
primarily from the idle rich, attacking 
the sloth of dispossessed peasants, is 
remarkably similar to today’s argu-
ments for cutting welfare. Raising the 
price of necessities, cutting holidays, 
lengthening the working day, even 
slavery were proposed as ways to make 

the poor work harder and longer. In 
fact much of the argument surround-
ing child labor wasn’t concerned with 
what children could actually produce, 
but about “habituating the rising gen-
eration to constant employment.”9 
What is different today is that the state 
has learned to disguise its oppressive 
practices in a therapeutic terminolo-
gy.  Convincing the jobless that their 
impecuniosity is a personal failing, 
attributable to some imagined lack of 
aspiration or character flaw is doubly 
advantageous. Not only does it bury 
the thorny subject of class conflict, but 
it also inculcates an exploitable depen-
dency. So it is an imputed “low self-
esteem” or “need for dignity” which 
justifies cutting somebody’s welfare 
payments. Individuals are said to be 
“trapped on welfare” not because of a 
lack of decent wage jobs but due to an 
imagined “lack of self-esteem.” 
Republican congressman Todd Tiarht, 
in a discussion on welfare reform 
argued, “You cannot have self-esteem 
without accomplishment. You cannot 
have accomplishment without work.”10 
But, then as now, much of the com-
mentary concerning the evils of the 
“idle poor” doesn’t convert into con-
cern for the leisure activities of the idle 
rich. Nobody seems to worry much 
about the self-esteem of the vastly 
unaccomplished rentier class.

As Wacquant points out, what is 
most noteworthy about the state’s 
punitive approach to social collapse is 
just how little protest it has elicited 
from the Left. No doubt this is largely 
due to the political clout of an expand-
ed and co-opted middle class, which 
bought into the early rounds of privati-
zations, has benefited hugely from the 
neo-liberal project, and now sees itself 
very much as a “stakeholder” in the 
corporate state. Given that the middle 
class is not only the decisive group elec-
torally, but also the class involved in 
“continuous boundary work”11—des-
perate to be accepted by the elites and 
terrified of falling back—it is small 

wonder that so many Leftist political 
parties have aligned themselves with 
the market and espouse so-called “mid-
dle class values.” The redaction of 
primitive accumulation from the his-
tory of capitalism, and the resultant 
pretense that people volunteered to 
give up self-subsistence and embrace 
lives of wage-slavery maintains the 
facade that the state is neutral and that 
the working class is inherently lazy and 
feckless, requiring constant chiding and 
direction from their betters. And, given 
that so much middle class employment, 
status and financial security is based on 
that version of capitalism, it is indeed a 
useful fiction. In fact so widespread has 
the consumption of the poor become 
that one can only assume that were 
Swift to survey the scene today he 
would note that far from being a culi-
nary delicacy reserved for the tables of 
“fine gentlemen,” the working class has 
become the staple diet for much of the 
bourgeois economy.

—CounterPunch, April 18, 2018

h t t p s : / / w w w . c o u n t e r p u n c h .
org/2018/04/18/101359/

1  Jonathan Swift, Major Works, Ed., Angus 
Ross and David Woolley, (Oxford: O.U.P., 2003)

2  VERA Institute of Justice; The Price of Pris-
ons 2012

3  http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/maga-
zine-34705968

4  https://www.aclu.org/report/pound-flesh-
criminalization-private-debt

5  https://www.thenation.com/article/hidden-
history-alec-and-prison-labor/

6  13thAmendment prohibits involuntary 
servitude except for the punishment of a crime.

7  Loic Wacquant, Punishing the Poor, (Lon-
don: Duke University Press, 2009)

8  Jeremy Bentham, quoted in Michael Perel-
man, The Invention of Capitalism, (London: 
Duke University Press, 2000), 21

9  Perelman, 19

10  James L. Nolan, The Therapeutic 
State, (New York: New York University Press, 
1998), 222

11  Steffen Mau, Inequality, Marketiza-
tion and the Majority Class, (Basingstoke: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2015), xi



8  SOCIALIST VIEWPOINT   Vol.  18, No. 3

Following World War II, a think 
tank named the RAND Corporation 
took the lead in formulating policies 
guiding military-industrial Big Science. 
Some of the titles of books and articles 
about RAND provide a hint of what it 
represented in the public imagination: 
“The Think Tank that Controls 
America,” “America’s University of 
Imperialism,” Dr. Strangelove’s 
Workplace, and Wizards of Armageddon.

RAND’s signature initiative was its 
hypotheoretical venture into “thinking 
the unthinkable.” Its legendary Nuclear 
Boys Club waded into the topsy-turvy 
world of megatons and megadeaths in 
a quixotic effort to put nuclear warfare 
strategy on a rational, scientific basis. 
Spoiler Alert: The end of the world 
begins with a “Fuck You, Buddy.”

The logical foundation of the 
American strategy for waging nuclear 
warfare was constructed by a man best 
known as a paranoid schizophrenic. As 
surreal as that sounds, it is the truth. 
Paranoid schizophrenia is a devastat-
ing mental illness whose victims 
deserve the utmost compassion, but it 
is terrifying to realize that the fate of 
the human race could rest on a theo-
retical framework built upon paranoi-
ac delusions.

One of the RAND Corporation’s lead-
ing nuclear strategists was John Nash, a 
gifted mathematician whose descent into 
psychosis was the subject of the Oscar-
winning film A Beautiful Mind. However 
beautiful Nash’s purely mathematical 
conceptions may have been, their appli-
cation to the real world of human society 
have produced the most hideously ugly 
consequences imaginable.

Nash was a pioneer of mathematical 
game theory, which analyzes the rules 
of games in order to devise winning 
strategies. Among its theoretical prog-
eny was James M. Buchanan’s Public 
Choice Theory, which set the agenda 
for the Koch brothers’ efforts to “dis-
mantle the administrative state” (i.e., 
eliminate trade unions, privatize the 
social security and healthcare systems, 
constrain governmental regulatory 
power, and destroy the public educa-
tion system.)1 But its original applica-
tion provided the basis of Cold War 
nuclear brinkmanship policies, includ-
ing the one aptly acronymed MAD: 
Mutually Assured Destruction.

“All Is Number?”
It is not unusual for mathematicians 

to profess a philosophy of science based 
on the proposition that “All Is 

Number,” a variety of philosophical 
idealism that gained an early champion 
in Plato. It makes “number” the essence 
of all reality and mathematics the arbi-
ter of all truth and knowledge.

The scientific method associated 
with that philosophy is apriorism—the 
notion that the details of science can be 
derived from “first principles” by 
deductive logic. Its adherents insist 
that knowledge of nature is not to be 
gained by observation and experimen-
tation, but by pure reason. Hey, if it 
works for geometry, why not physics? 
Why not biology? Why not economics 
and political science?

Plato’s anti-empirical method served 
to derail scientific inquiry into the actual 
workings of nature for 1400 years. 
Although his followers thought they had 
solved all of science’s general problems, 
the onset of the Scientific Revolution a 
few hundred years ago revealed that 
those solutions were worthless.

Fast forward to the 20th century, 
where we find John Nash applying 
Platonic apriorism to the problem of 
how to prevent the thermonuclear incin-
eration of the planet Earth. His contri-
bution was to derive strategic solutions 
from mathematical game theory.

A “game” of global risk and peril
In 1945, when American policymak-

ers made the decision to drop atomic 
bombs on Japan, the game was simple. 
They did not have to fear retaliation 
because they knew Japan could not 
respond in kind. The more farsighted 
among them were aware, however, that 
the United States’ monopoly of nuclear 
weapons could not last forever.

American policymakers had no choice 
but to adjust to that reality. A debate 
among them ensued over how best to 
assure that the fearsome power they had 

From “Fuck You, Buddy” to Nuclear Armageddon
The militarization of American science.

By Cliff Conner
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unleashed upon the world would not be 
turned back against the United States. 
Their deliberations posed the complex 
problems that the RAND Corporation’s 
nuclear strategists took on.

In fact, following the dropping of 
the bombs on Japan, it was only four 
years before the Soviet Union had 
become the second member of the 
nuclear club. On August 29, 1949, the 
USSR exploded its first nuclear weap-
on. This was (ahem) a game-changer.

The Soviet nuclear test in August 
1949 prompted the United States to 
immediately up the ante. President 
Truman announced the intention to 
create a thermonuclear weapon, or 
“superbomb,” with explosive power that 
would dwarf that of the bombs dropped 
on Japan. In response, the Soviet Union 
vowed to do the same. An arms race to 
Armageddon was underway.

The United States performed its 
first hydrogen bomb test in November 
1952, releasing the energy equivalent of 
10.4 megatons of TNT—more than 
700 times that of the bomb that 
destroyed Hiroshima. In less than a 
year, in August 1953, the USSR replied 
with a much smaller (400 kiloton) 
fusion device test, but it was enough to 
demonstrate that Soviet scientists knew 
how to make hydrogen bombs. In 1961 
the Soviet Union tested the largest 
bomb ever detonated—a 50-megaton 
behemoth with the explosive force of 
3800 Hiroshima blasts.

Planning to win the game that 
ends in Doomsday

Early in the course of the Cold War, 
American policymakers saw the world in 
stark terms: Two implacable superpow-
ers face-to-face, armed to the hilt with 
weapons on hair-trigger alert that could 
conceivably destroy all human life. What 
could be done—what steps should be 
taken—to prevent the world from end-
ing in thermonuclear conflagration?

General Curtis LeMay, as head of 
the Strategic Air Command, was in 

charge of the U.S. nuclear strike forces. 
His proposal typified the kill-it-in-the-
cradle instincts of the military mind: 
He called for massive preemptive 
nuclear strikes against the USSR. He 
advocated that policy despite the 
Strategic Air Command’s estimates 
that it would annihilate more than 
77,000,000 people in 188 targeted cit-
ies. Fortunately, President Eisenhower 
had the final word and ruled against 
preemptive strikes.

The official nuclear policy of the 
Eisenhower administration was the 
Doctrine of Massive Retaliation, an 
explicit warning to the Soviet Union that 
the United States would not hesitate to 
meet any Soviet act of aggression by 
unleashing the full force of its nuclear 
arsenal. The bigger the threat, it was 
assumed, the more effective the deterrent.

Meanwhile, the RAND Corporation’s 
“national security analysts” had taken 
on the assignment of thinking more 
deeply about the problem and prompt-
ly identified fatal flaws in the Massive 
Retaliation strategy.

RAND’s war strategists acquired a 
number of colorful nicknames, includ-
ing the Nuclear Boys Club and the 
Megadeath Intellectuals. The most 
famous member of the group was an 
ebullient grandstander named Herman 
Kahn, a man with a Santa Claus 
demeanor who gained celebrity as a 
tireless popularizer of doomsday 
prophecy. His provocative, whimsical 
ruminations about the end of the world 
made him the target of Stanley 
Kubrick’s wickedly satirical film Dr. 
Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop 
Worrying and Love the Bomb. Kahn 
presented his views in a 1960 book 
entitled On Thermonuclear War. He 
insisted that an all-out nuclear war 
between the superpowers was prevent-
able, and even it were not prevented, it 
could be survivable, and even winnable 
by the U.S.

It was Kahn’s view that stability 
arises from a scenario wherein neither 

side has reason to believe they could 
destroy their enemy without putting 
themselves in grave danger. To achieve 
that, both sides must amass such fear-
some nuclear arsenals that both are 
afraid to use them.

The quest for security in a “balance 
of terror,” however, was illusory.  What 
actually occurred was a frenzied nucle-
ar arms race that made the world ever 
less secure. While not exactly what 
Kahn had in mind, the official U.S. 
deterrence strategy became known as 
MAD, or Mutually Assured Destruction. 
MAD, most independent commenta-
tors concluded, was indeed madness.

A critique of RAND science
Kahn and his RAND colleagues 

insisted that their analyses and policy 
recommendations were derived scien-
tifically, and from science alone. Their 
professions of dispassionate objectivity, 
however, were worthless. Their meth-
odology was founded on the ideological 
proposition that nations have no choice 
but to regard each other as absolutely, 
unyieldingly hostile enemies.

Historian of science Peter Galison 
called this the Cold War “ontology of 
the enemy.” It required a view of the 
Soviet Union as simply a “cold-blood-
ed, machinelike opponent” with no 
ideals, values, or goals beyond an abso-
lute desire to win the nuclear show-
down game.2

The McCarthyite premise upon 
which the entire edifice of RAND 
nuclear strategy stood was the assump-
tion of the Soviet Union’s unalterable 
enmity toward the United States. 
Historians William Appleman 
Williams, Walter LaFeber, Joyce and 
Gabriel Kolko, and Gar Alperovitz, 
among others, have marshaled power-
ful arguments against that proposition.

The animosity between the United 
States and the Soviet Union was not a 
foregone conclusion when World War II 
came to an end. The two countries had 
been allies throughout the war. There is 
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ample evidence that Stalin naïvely 
expected to preserve that alliance indefi-
nitely, but the United States and its 
European allies had opposite intentions.

Even before the war’s end, American 
policymakers looked upon the Soviet 
Union as the primary obstacle to their 
dream of an “American Century.” In 
February 1946, George Kennan, an 
American diplomat in Moscow, articu-
lated a policy of “containment” of the 
Soviet Union and “strong resistance” 
based on military muscle rather than 
diplomacy. Less than two weeks later, a 
declaration of open hostility was issued 
in a speech by Winston Churchill as he 
stood beside Truman in Fulton, 
Missouri. Churchill declared that an 
“iron curtain” had descended across 
Eastern Europe, separating “Soviet 
Russia and its Communist International” 
from the “Western Democracies.”

The Soviet leaders, Churchill 
declared, aimed at “indefinite expan-
sion of their power and their doc-
trines.” His warning that “throughout 
the world, Communist fifth columns 
are established and work in complete 
unity and absolute obedience to the 
directions they receive from the 
Communist center” provided the 
themes of McCarthyism that instilled 
an all-pervasive “us-against-them” 
mindset in the American public for 
several decades.

While it would be absurd to enter-
tain illusions of Stalin’s benevolence, 
the McCarthyist warnings of world-
wide communist subversion were 
based on a deliberate misreading of the 
Soviet leader’s motives. Stalin and the 
highly conservative Soviet bureaucracy 
he represented were anything but radi-
cal revolutionaries. It was not in their 
interest to rock the global boat by 
fomenting rebellions around the world. 
The expansionism Churchill decried 
was antithetical to their desire to be left 
in peace to exploit their own realm.

The Kremlin’s frequent expressions 
of support for international revolu-

tionary movements were grist for the 
McCarthyist mill, but historians should 
not take them at face value. The guid-
ing Stalinist slogan “Socialism in One 
Country” meant that the Communist 
International under their command 
was not charged with extending the 
world socialist revolution, but with 
stifling it. That their opportunism was 
not always successful does not disprove 
their intentions.3

Nonetheless, the RAND analysts 
reduced the messy complexity of inter-
national relations to a one-dimension-
al duel-to-the-death between intransi-
gent foes. And with that we have 
arrived at the doorstep of the magical 
realm of mathematical game theory.

John Nash: “Fuck You, Buddy”
If Herman Kahn was king of the 

Nuclear Boys, John Nash was the creative 
power behind the throne. Nash played a 
crucial role in creating the mathematical 
framework that underpinned the RAND 
analysts’ deterrence strategies.

Mathematical game theory was not 
the brainchild of Nash alone. John von 
Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern 
inaugurated the field with a 1944 book 
entitled Theory of Games and Economic 
Behavior. It was a bold attempt to put 
economic theory on a rigorous, axiom-
atic base derived from mathematical 
models of economic decision-making.

Professional economists at first 
ignored game theory, but other social 
scientists began to notice its potential 
applications in other fields. Most signifi-
cantly, it was picked up and transformed 
by the Nuclear Boys Club at RAND into 
their primary tool for the analysis of 
military strategy. Nash’s critical contri-
bution was to transcend the limitations 
of Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s 
simplified model by generalizing and 
validating their conclusions for more 
complex games of strategy.4

More ominously, Nash also influ-
enced the social agenda of game theory 
by inventing a number of games to illus-

trate its potential usefulness for the social 
sciences. Nash’s games, based on the 
classic Prisoner’s Dilemm,5 were explic-
itly non-cooperative in nature as opposed 
to games that encouraged or at least 
permitted cooperation among players.

The most notorious of Nash’s games 
was one provocatively named “Fuck 
You, Buddy.” (To avoid further repeti-
tions of the coarse term here, the game 
will henceforth be referred to as 
“FYB.”) FYB was a four-person game 
in which a player can only progress by 
forming coalitions with other players. 
But a player can only win the game by 
betraying those with whom he or she 
had coalesced. “When this game was 
tried out at dinner parties,” a website 
for board game aficionados says, “a 
common outcome (reportedly) was 
that couples were so angered by the 
betrayals that they went home in sepa-
rate taxis.” One commenter added a 
warning: “Do not play with people 
who take things personally.”6

The antisocial attitude encapsulated 
in the game’s title reflects a misan-
thropic view of human nature that is 
built into its rules: that all human 
behavior is motivated only by self-
interest, and that rationality demands 
all players consider each other to be 
absolutely untrustworthy.

FYB established a pattern for games 
in which trickery, backstabbing, and 
blunt force are winning strategies, and 
trustworthiness is the currency of los-
ers. That its primary author, John 
Nash, suffered from a pathological 
condition characterized by irrational 
suspiciousness of others is not irrele-
vant. Games of this genre served as 
models shaping American military 
strategy in the thermonuclear era, sub-
stituting paranoiac reflexes—“FYB!”—
for thoughtful diplomacy.

How the RAND secretaries played 
the game

The RAND Corporation submitted 
Nash’s games to empirical test. 
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Experimental trials were performed 
using secretaries as players. The trials 
did not support the experimental 
premises, and in fact tended to refute 
them. This is one of numerous accounts 
that have appeared in print:

“The RAND scientists believed 
that mutual distrust should rule the 
day. …They tested their ideas on 
RAND’s own secretaries, creating all 
sorts of different scenarios in which 
the women could cooperate with or 
betray one another.

“In every single experiment, 
however, instead of making choices 
in the self-interested way that RAND 
expected, the secretaries chose to 
cooperate. …Nash blamed the failed 
experiments on the secretaries 
themselves. They were unfit sub-
jects, incapable of following the sim-
ple ‘ground rules’ that they should 
strategize selfishly.”7

Because the secretaries were women, 
this story seemed to beautifully confirm 
feminist claims that female sensibilities 
are essentially altruistic and cooperative 
in contrast to masculine egocentric 
aggressiveness. There is evidence in 
RAND documentation to support the 
story, but the evidence is not very 
strong. The experimental sample size 
was far too small to yield significant 
results. Only two experimental trials 
were performed, and only two RAND 
secretaries served as subjects.

Nevertheless, the outcome was by 
no means without value. The author of 
the study pointed to a crucial insight 
that deserved to be heeded: “The main 
lesson from this limited experiment is 
that the social relationship between the 
subjects can have a controlling influ-
ence on their choices.”8

The tale of the two secretaries also 
illustrates a fundamental violation of 
scientific procedure on the part of 
Nash and his colleagues. When con-
fronted with evidence, however mea-

ger, contradicting their ideological 
biases, they were unwilling to rethink 
their premises. From that point for-
ward, their research rushed unimpeded 
toward conclusions that shoehorned 
human social behavior into absurdly 
oversimplified schemas.

The fallacy propagated by the RAND 
game theorists resides in their misap-
plication of formal logic to real-life 
situations that lie far outside its scope. 
They err at both ends of the process by 
starting with abstract mathematical 
postulates unmoored from space, time, 
and material reality, and ending up 
with mathematical models that model 
nothing that actually exists.

The Impossibility Theorem
A crucial early step along the road 

was a premise called the Impossibility 
Theorem, which was devised at RAND 
in 1948 by Kenneth Arrow. Arrow’s 
theorem declared the impossibility of 
any workable political system based on 
such notions as “the public interest” or 
“the public good.” The Impossibility 
Theorem, however, was based on 
extreme assumptions about human 
behavior. Arrow’s imaginary social 
universe reduced all human motiva-
tion to individual self-interest. There 
was no place in it for altruism, compas-
sion, concern for others, or notions of 
social equality.

Because no such society has ever 
existed anywhere on Earth, Arrow’s 
assumptions obviously were not 
derived from empirical observation. 
They were purely hypothetical con-
structs with no basis in social reality. 
Nonetheless, his Impossibility Theorem 
resonated with the RAND Nuclear 
Boys, who integrated it and its assump-
tions into their strategic thinking.

RAND’s construction of nuclear 
military strategy on a foundation of 
game theory is perhaps the single most 

consequential example of mathemati-
cal malpractice in the long span of 
human history. One-dimensional 
models that reduce human interac-
tions to one-against-all antagonism 
produce inflexible strategies heavy on 
trickery and blunt force, and light on 
intelligent efforts to resolve disagree-
ments. By creating a framework within 
which U.S. policymakers could only 
treat the USSR with unyielding hostil-
ity, RAND rationalized a Cold War 
that humanity has thus far been fortu-
nate to survive.
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The University of California is once 
again bidding to manage the Los Alamos 
nuclear weapons lab at a time when the 
threat of nuclear war is rising.

When Nobu Hanaoka was eight 
months old, the city where he lived and 
played was consumed by a fiery hell. 
On August 9, 1945, a U.S. warplane 
released an atomic bomb over Nagasaki, 
Japan. The blast, heat, fire, and radia-
tion from the bomb killed 40,000 peo-
ple almost instantaneously. Roughly 
70,000 died by year’s end. Three days 
prior, the U.S. military had also explod-
ed an atomic bomb over Hiroshima. 
Those killed immediately numbered 
some 90,000. Those dying by the end of 
1945 numbered some 140,000.

Now 73, Hanaoka was too young to 
remember the blast. But he vividly 
recalls the sickness and frailty that 
overcame his mother and sister, who—
like tens-of-thousands of others—died 
more slowly due to radiation exposure. 
They both died from leukemia when 
Hanaoka was five-years-old. “As far 
back as I can remember, they were 
both in bed looking very pale,” recalled 
Hanaoka, in a recent interview.

After immigrating to the Bay Area, 
Hanaoka studied at the Berkeley 
Theological Union and became a rev-
erend at a United Methodist church in 
Albany. He also became an outspoken 
proponent of nuclear disarmament. 
“We all have to work together to elimi-
nate nuclear weapons altogether,” said 
Hanaoka, who now lives in Daly City.

The atomic bombs that destroyed 
Hiroshima and Reverend Hanaoka’s 
hometown of Nagasaki—the only two 
nuclear weapons ever unleashed in war-
fare—are also part of a dark history of 
the University of California. The Berkeley 
campus was instrumental in developing 
both weapons: In 1941, in an experiment 
inside of Gilman Hall, Cal chemist Glenn 

Seaborg discovered the substance that 
fueled the destruction of Nagasaki—plu-
tonium. And later that year, Berkeley 
Radiation Laboratory physicists devel-
oped a new electromagnetic process for 
splitting highly enriched uranium 235 
from naturally occurring uranium, using 
a device—named for its university of 
origin—known as a “Calutron.” In short 
order, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
used the Calutron as a model for a 
sprawling production facility near Oak 
Ridge, Tennessee, which produced the 
raw materials that fueled the destruction 
of Hiroshima.

But the University of California’s 
crowning role was as the administrator 
of the Los Alamos National Laboratory, 
a secretive compound constructed in 
1943 on a remote mesa in northern 
New Mexico. Los Alamos was the cen-
tral hub in an unprecedented mobiliza-
tion of the U.S. scientific brainpower, 
known as the “Manhattan Project.” 
More than 130,000 people labored in 
far-flung locations as part of the effort, 
which commanded more than 40 per-
cent of the nation’s electrical power at 
its height and cost nearly $25 billion in 
inflation-adjusted dollars.

Los Alamos is where the weapons were 
conceptualized, as well as where they 
were designed and assembled. It is also 
one of the places where Big Science—a 
union of universities, industry, and the 
military—was first cemented.

Following the war, as the United 
States and other industrialized nations 
allocated unprecedented funds for sci-
entific research, and despite initial mis-
givings among some members of the 
UC Board of Regents, the University of 
California continued managing Los 
Alamos, even as it developed new gen-
erations of nuclear bombs far more 
destructive than those that obliterated 
the two Japanese cities.

In 1952, the University of California 
also helped create a second national 
nuclear weapons laboratory in the East 
Bay: the Lawrence Livermore National 
Laboratory. Collectively, these two 
UC-administered laboratories have 
researched and developed the core phys-
ical package of every nuclear warhead 
the United States has ever deployed.

But the University of California’s 
75-year association with Los Alamos is 
no longer assured. Last year, the U.S. 
National Nuclear Security 
Administration (NNSA) put the Los 
Alamos management contract up for a 
competitive bid for only the second 
time in history. The current contract is 
set to expire next year, and several uni-
versities and consortiums—including 
the University of Texas and a partner-
ship between Purdue University and 
multinational construction and engi-
neering giant Bechtel Corporation—
are bidding for the new five-year con-
tract with a performance-based exten-
sion of up to five additional years.

For the vast majority of Los Alamos’ 
history, the University of California was 
its exclusive manager. Since 2006, the UC 
has managed the nuclear weapons labs as 
part of for-profit partnerships with 
Bechtel and two other corporate entities.

At a November 15 meeting in San 
Francisco, the UC Board of Regents 
voted unanimously to submit a bid for 
the Los Alamos management con-
tract—but this time without the UC’s 
existing business partners. “We’ve been 
there since the very beginning,” said 
UC Regent Norman Pattiz, who 
resigned two months later after revela-
tions that he sexually harassed a female 
employee of his media company. 
“NNSA is a tough, demanding cus-
tomer, but the work to be done at Los 
Alamos is too important for the uni-
versity to walk away from.”

University of Nuclear Bombs
By Will Parrish
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Over the years, Los Alamos and 
Lawrence Livermore labs have touted 
their work in a variety of civilian pro-
grams, including renewable energy 
research, but nuclear weapons mainte-
nance and development remains the 
overarching focus of each facility. In 
fiscal year 2016, for example, Los 
Alamos received $1.602 billion for 
nuclear weapons development and 
maintenance from the NNSA, com-
prising 65 percent of its budget overall.

If the UC wins the contract this year 
and resumes its former longtime role as 
Los Alamos’ sole manager, it means oper-
ations of the lab will fall under the author-
ity of the UC Regents and the UC Office 
of the President. It also means the regents 
and UC President Janet Napolitano will 
select the leadership of the lab, while con-
tinuing to steer a significant portion of 
the university’s vast scientific resources 
into the lab’s orbit. And it means that 
every weapons designer’s paycheck will 
come from the University of California. 
The UC Regents have often described 
their administration of the weapons labs 
as a “public service to the nation,” argu-
ing that it’s better that leaders of an aca-
demic institution run the facilities. 
Proponents of UC management also say 
the university brings greater transparency 
to the weapons labs’ work than would a 
strictly private contractor.

The UC’s bid for the next weapons 
lab management contract this year also 
coincides with President Trump’s 
overheated threats to launch a nuclear 
attack on North Korea, escalating ten-
sions between the U.S. and Russia, and 
the administration’s plan to boost 
spending on the nation’s nuclear war-
heads by the largest percentage in a 
half-century.

Some nuclear disarmament activists 
say they prefer that the University of 
California manage the labs by itself, 
rather than in partnership with Bechtel 
or other giant corporations. But other 
critics and activists contend that UC 
management of the labs bestows a 

mantle of legitimacy on the develop-
ment of weapons of unfathomable 
destructive power that must never 
again be used.

“The only role the UC really plays is 
to provide a fig leaf of academic cover 
to the creation of weapons of mass 
murder,” said Jacqueline Cabasso, 
executive director of the Oakland-based 
Western States Legal Foundation, a 
nuclear disarmament advocacy organi-
zation. “On the whole, university man-
agement does more harm than good.”

The administration of the nuclear 
weapons complex has also brought the 
university into an orbit of tremendous 
power. Los Alamos and Lawrence 
Livermore are multibillion-dollar jug-
gernauts that have shaped the course of 
some of the world’s major geo-political 
events since the mid-20th century. In 
addition to harnessing the same physi-
cal processes that fuel the sun and 
stars, these scientists have wielded a 
political power that has rarely been 
documented or understood.

Trump in charge
In the past year, the spectacle of a 

short-tempered, thin-skinned former 
reality TV star assuming control of the 
launch codes of the U.S. arsenal of 
4,096 deployed nuclear weapons has 
brought the threat of nuclear annihila-
tion into sharper focus. Donald 
Trump’s administration has adopted 
policies that harken back to the darkest 
days of the Cold War, when the United 
States and the Soviet Union came dan-
gerously close to waging terminal 
nuclear warfare.

The Trump administration’s 
February “nuclear posture review” pro-
nounced that the United States will 
retaliate against a non-nuclear and per-
haps even non-military attack on U.S. 
infrastructure—say, a cyber attack—
with a nuclear strike that could kill 
hundreds-of-thousands, if not millions.

But while Trump’s rhetoric on war 
is alarming, his nuclear weapons poli-

cies largely resemble those of previous 
administrations. “More than anything 
else, what you find with nuclear weap-
ons policy and programs is incredible 
consistency, regardless of which party 
is in power,” said Cabasso. “The Trump 
policies and programs are also very 
consistent with what came before 
them, except that now it’s like they’re 
on steroids.”

Those policy consistencies include 
prioritizing the long-range funding of 
nuclear weapons programs, especially 
at the three largest sites developed for 
nuclear bomb research during the 
Manhattan Project and early Cold 
War: Los Alamos and Lawrence 
Livermore, as well as the Sandia labo-
ratories in New Mexico and California, 
which makes the non-nuclear compo-
nents of nuclear bombs.

During the Obama administration, 
the United States began a massive 
nuclear “modernization” program, 
which has put it on course to spend 
more than $1 trillion by 2040, upgrad-
ing every nuclear warhead and delivery 
system in the U.S. inventory with new 
capabilities, while greatly expanding 
the physical footprint of its nuclear 
weapons laboratories. Part of this vast 
sum is the NNSA’s budget for nuclear 
warhead development at the three 
major laboratories.

The Trump administration’s fiscal 
year 2019 budget request also proposes 
increasing the NNSA’s budget—
including for similar nuclear warhead 
upgrades—from $9.3 billion to $11 
billion. If enacted, it would be the larg-
est increase in nuclear warhead spend-
ing, both percentage-wise and in infla-
tion-corrected dollars, since 1962—the 
year of the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Greg Mello, executive director of 
the Albuquerque, New Mexico-based 
disarmament advocacy organization 
the Los Alamos Study Group, noted 
that this massive commitment to 
nuclear weapons maintenance and 
development is rooted in problems 
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that have been building for several 
decades.

“More spending on nuclear weap-
ons, in a time of real crisis in our soci-
ety and especially our environment, 
reflects heart-breaking, upside-down 
priorities,” Mello said. “It also reflects 
the depth of corruption to which we 
are sinking. A cabal of bloated contrac-
tors, a small army of well-placed insid-
ers in government, pork-barrel politi-
cians, and captured federal bureaucrats 
have bullied the Office of Management 
and Budget into approving a request 
for far more money than has ever been 
spent before on warhead design and 
production, even during the height of 
the Cold War.”

An example of a nuclear modern-
ization program is a new “super fuse” 
device, developed at Los Alamos, that 
has made U.S. submarine-based nucle-
ar warheads roughly three times more 
capable of destroying underground 
missile silos. If the United States 
launched a portion of these newly 
upgraded warheads in a first strike, it 
could destroy Russia’s entire land-
based nuclear arsenal, while still retain-
ing most of the U.S.’s submarine-based 
nuclear arsenal in reserve, wrote physi-
cists for the Federation of American 
Scientists in March 2017. If Russia 
attempted to retaliate, it could be 
reduced to ash.

Watchdog groups have differing 
views on the UC’s role in overseeing 
such activities. Scott Kovac, operations 
and research director of Nuke Watch 
of New Mexico, opposes the current 
corporate-university consortium but 
said he would support a return to man-
agement by the UC sans its current 
corporate partners. “University man-
agement makes more sense,” he said. 
“The large corporate entities at Los 
Alamos have had a lot less transparen-
cy than the UC did as sole manager.”

UC Office of the President spokes-
person Stephanie Beechem said in a 
statement to the Express that the 

University of California is well-suited to 
manage the labs because it “stands apart 
as a global leader in the management 
and operations of complex scientific 
organizations.” She added, “The uni-
versity is strongly committed to Los 
Alamos’ scientific and technological 
excellence, driving the lab’s culture of 
operational excellence, and ensuring the 
continued high quality and integrity of 
its critical national security missions.”

NNSA officials declined to answer 
questions about the nuclear weapons 
labs, instead directing the Express to 
the federal agency’s website.

Mello of the Los Alamos Study 
Group argued that, overall, if the fed-
eral government were to manage the 
weapons labs, it would bring greater 
transparency and reform than con-
tracting management to universities or 
corporations. But a bigger question, he 
said, is whether the labs should exist at 
all. He said the weapons labs have con-
sistently fended off attempts to bring 
more oversight and accountability to 
their operations.

“The resistance of the laboratories 
to reform is so deep-seated, and their 
power so great, that it becomes realistic 
to question whether they can ever be 
reformed enough to play a positive role 
in society,” Mello said. “And we have 
concluded that the labs have no unique 
role in disarmament, nonproliferation, 

verification, cleanup, intelligence, or in 
any other mission that cannot be per-
formed more objectively, cheaper, and 
better by other institutions.”

Privatizing nuclear weapons  
production 

Earlier this year, Mello’s organiza-
tion published a 2016 memo prepared 
by the office of then-Vice President Joe 
Biden featuring unusual insights into a 
subject that is typically veiled: the 
power wielded by the nuclear weapons 
laboratories.

The memo points, in part, to a rela-
tively recent issue: The increased role 
of private, for-profit corporations in 
the nuclear weapons business. At least 
96 percent of the NNSA’s 2017 budget, 
for example, went to contractors such 
as the UC-Bechtel consortiums, 
Lockheed Martin, and other military-
industrial corporations.

“NNSA’s contractors have captured 
the government,” the memo read. 
“Sometimes, leaking into the open, 
internal lab emails sometimes refer to 
their ‘capture strategy’ for NNSA 
explicitly, and the rest of the govern-
ment implicitly.”

Weapons lab employees have been 
assigned to key offices in other agen-
cies, such as the U.S. Department of 
Defense, as well as onto the staffs of key 
congress members who serve on com-
mittees that oversee the nuclear weap-
ons budget. “On the staffs of key 
[Capitol] Hill members and commit-
tees, they routinely serve as initial 
spearheads of lab interests and as 
defensive bulwarks against administra-
tion attempts to change the status quo,” 
the memo read.

But the memo also pointed to the 
influence the weapons labs have wield-
ed since the dawn of the atomic age. 
The weapons labs and their managers 
“may also speak formally to Congress 
on any issue without agency or presi-
dential interference, and they may be 
reimbursed for such lobbying under 
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their NNSA contractors,” the memo 
continued, noting that this arrange-
ment has been in place since 1945. 
“The inherent conflict of interest is 
codified in law.”

In addition to seeking the develop-
ment of new nuclear warheads, one of 
the labs’ major priorities is to develop 
new infrastructure. Following the Cold 
War, the labs used their political clout 
to secure expanded funding by way of a 
program called “Stockpile Stewardship” 
in exchange for supporting President 
Bill Clinton’s proposal to ban nuclear 
weapons tests. These included a multi-
billion-dollar infrastructure of super-
computers, laser, and flash X-ray facili-
ties that allow them to conduct “virtual” 
nuclear tests. They have also continued 
to detonate an average of ten so-called 
“sub-critical” nuclear bombs every year 
at the Nevada Test Site: explosions 
involving as many as 3.3 pounds of plu-
tonium that stop just short of inducing 
a nuclear chain reaction.

And a centerpiece of the $1 trillion 
modernization program authorized by 
the Obama administration is the con-
struction of a multibillion-dollar facto-
ry to produce new explosive triggers—
plutonium pits—for thermonuclear 
weapons at Los Alamos or in South 
Carolina. The previous such facility to 
exist in the United States, at the Rocky 
Flats Plant, 15 miles northwest of 
Denver, Colorado, was shut down in a 
1989 FBI raid, following four decades 
of carcinogenic releases into nearby 
communities and environs.

Much of the weapons labs’ early 
power arose from the myth of heroic 
scientists toiling away to help America 
win the war—a myth that arose during 
the Manhattan Project, but which is 
now contradicted by mountains of evi-
dence that the atomic bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki were unnec-
essary from a military standpoint.

The two scientists who wielded the 
greatest influence in the mid-20th cen-
tury were both at Berkeley. The 

Lawrence Livermore National 
Laboratory in the East Bay was origi-
nally established in 1952 as a division 
of the Lawrence Berkeley National 
Laboratory. From its inception, its role 
was to compete with Los Alamos in the 
creation of increasingly sophisticated 
thermonuclear weapons that would 
become “deliverable” to their targets.

The scientists
Berkeley physicist Ernest Lawrence, 

who had played an instrumental role in 
the Manhattan Project, recruited the 
Hungarian-American physicist Edward 
Teller to join the UC’s faculty and to 
serve as Lawrence Livermore’s founding 
director. Celebrated in the press as the 
“Father of the Hydrogen Bomb,” Teller 
was one of the inspirations for the title 
character in Stanley Kubrick’s classic 
1964 dark comedy Dr. Strangelove.

Teller was arguably the most effec-
tive salesperson for nuclear weapons 
development of the 20th century. And 
for more than two decades, he lived on 
Hawthorne Terrace just north of the 
Berkeley campus. His personal history 
also provides a stark illustration of the 
UC’s central role in the Cold War. In 
May 1957, the weapons labs’ funding 
and programs were threatened after 
the Soviet Union announced it was 
placing a moratorium on further weap-
ons testing and proposed a compre-
hensive test ban treaty. Then-U.S. 
President Dwight Eisenhower endorsed 
the Soviet’s idea. In response, Lawrence 
and Teller met with Eisenhower at the 
White House in 1957 in an effort to 
dissuade him. Lawrence asserted that 
Livermore scientists were on the verge 
of developing “clean bombs” that 
would be free of radioactive fallout and 
that it “could truly be a crime against 
humanity” if such weapons were not 
developed. Teller shared his ideas for 
developing “peaceful nuclear explo-
sions” to mine harbors or tap deeply 
buried oil reserves.

Eisenhower subsequently agreed to 
postpone a moratorium to study these 

matters further. It was one of many 
cases across the years in which leaders 
of the labs have taken on U.S. presi-
dents and effectively disempowered 
members of Congress by framing 
political discussions around possible 
scientific breakthroughs or obscure 
technical questions. Ultimately, the 
weapons labs’ leaders and allied inter-
ests were able to prevent a full nuclear 
test ban from ever taking hold, ensur-
ing the development of numerous 
nuclear weapons systems that other-
wise never would have occurred.

Teller exerted an influence on mat-
ters of profound global significance for 
decades afterward. Another infamous 
project of Teller and other Livermore 
scientists was the Strategic Defense 
Initiative, which envisioned position-
ing anti-ballistic weapons in outer-
space to shoot down Russian missiles 
in their boost phases. It came to be 
known as the “Star Wars” program.

One of the key turning points of the 
Cold War took place October 11-12, 
1986, when U.S. President Ronald 
Reagan and General Secretary of the 
Soviet Communist Party Mikhail 
Gorbachev met in Reykjavík, Iceland, to 
negotiate a reduction of nuclear arms. 
Each side initially proposed a 50-per-
cent cut in strategic nuclear forces in 
five years, and the Soviet proposal also 
called for the elimination of all remain-
ing nuclear weapons in each country’s 
arsenals in the five years that followed.

Reagan stated that he would accept 
this proposal for the complete elimina-
tion of nuclear arms. He insisted, how-
ever, on continuing the development of 
Star Wars. For Gorbachev, the program 
upset the strategic balance between the 
two countries, making the possibility of 
U.S. offensive attacks more likely. Thus, 
a program that Livermore scientists had 
developed and promoted turned out to 
be a key factor in scuttling an agree-
ment that could have resulted in both 
the U.S. and Russia eliminating their 
nuclear weaponry.
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The money
Since the UC Board of Regents’ 

inception in 1877, it has operated as an 
independent agency appointed by the 
governor, thus helping insulate it from 
political pressures. In essence, the 
regents are the university’s directors. 
The board has always been dominated 
by business, technical, and managerial 
leaders who put their power to use by 
shaping policies within the economic 
mill that is the university. Many of the 
firms controlled by members of the 
regents are transnational corporations 
worth billions of dollars.

During the mid-20th century, sev-
eral regents were executives of mili-
tary-industrial firms that relied, in 
part, on federal contracts to develop 
nuclear weapons. For the most part, 
however, the regents have not person-
ally profited from their affiliation with 
the weapons labs. And the UC as an 
institution has typically plowed any 
profits it has earned from laboratory 
management back into its campuses. 
The national laboratories also bring the 
UC a measure of prestige, give its sci-
entists access to vast resources, and 
provide a substantial chunk of the uni-
versity’s budget.

The regents maintain a five-mem-
ber committee that oversees matters 
involving the nuclear weapons labs, as 
well as the Lawrence Berkeley National 
Laboratory. Beyond hiring and firing 
the laboratory directors, however, the 
regents perform little in the way of 
actual oversight. A 1970s UC faculty 
committee wrote that the regents are 
akin to “a benevolent absentee land-
lord” with respect to the labs.

The UC does play a significant role, 
however, when it comes to recruiting 
scientists to work at the labs. Federal 
documents from the 2000s showed 
that one of the NNSA’s ten major 
benchmarks for evaluating the weap-
ons labs’ performance was to “utilize 
UC strengths to recruit, retain and 
develop” the labs’ workforce. Previous 

NNSA “Performance Appraisals” for 
Los Alamos and Lawrence Livermore 
labs noted that their “effort to incorpo-
rate the UC image in addressing pipe-
line recruitment needs” was an espe-
cially useful strategy in personnel 
recruitment. The weapons labs operate 
12 academic institutes that help foster 
recruitment, of which ten are affiliated 
with the University of California and 
five are located on UC campuses.

Nuclear opposition
In recent years, the UC’s affiliation 

with the labs has elicited little opposi-
tion. But in the 1960s and ’70s, disar-
mament advocates protested heavily 
against the UC’s involvement in nucle-
ar arms. At the time, students through-
out the country were in open revolt 
against universities’ key role in the 
development of technologies of mod-
ern warfare. At UC Berkeley, it was a 
fixture of student movements. “The 
university is a vast public utility which 
turns out future workers in today’s 
vineyard, the military-industrial com-
plex,” Free Speech Movement leader 
Mario Savio told the San Francisco 
Examiner in 1964. In 1970, the UC’s 
role in nuclear weapons development 
became the major focus of a group 
called the Berkeley War Crimes 
Commission, a project organized by 

students and members of several short-
lived radical communes on Ashby 
Avenue. The weapons developed at 
Livermore and Los Alamos help main-
tain an international and domestic 
political order marked by gross inequi-
ties in wealth and power, the group 
posited, and are wielded in the same 
way a bank robber holds a gun to the 
head of a teller. At one event, the group 
conducted an on-campus “tribunal” in 
which four appointed “commission-
ers” pronounced a handful of UC fac-
ulty members and administrators, 
including Edward Teller, guilty of 
helping the United States engage in 
“nuclear blackmail.”

Following the meeting, roughly 150 
marchers set out for Edward Teller’s 
house on Hawthorne Terrace. They 
were repelled by 200 police officers.

UC severance from the weapons 
labs seemed a strong possibility at the 
time. The Livermore laboratory’s 
director, Michael May, wrote a memo 
to UC administrators with a gloomy 
prognosis of what may happen “if the 
university pulls out.”

“It will be extremely difficult for the 
AEC [Atomic Energy Commission] to 
find any replacement contractor and 
impossible to find one as satisfactory” 
as the UC, he wrote.

During a closed meeting, the min-
utes of which are housed at Bancroft 
Library, regent John Canaday likewise 
complained about the “confrontation 
with dissidents growing out of our 
management of the major AEC labora-
tories.” Canaday, who chaired the 
regents’ weapons lab oversight com-
mittee at the time, also had a business 
stake in the matter. He was a vice 
president of Lockheed Aircraft 
Corporation, later to become half of 
the consortium Lockheed-Martin, 
which had developed a missile to 
accompany a submarine-launched 
nuclear warhead—the Polaris war-
head—developed at Livermore.

...the weapons labs’  
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But amid the firestorm of student 
protests, the UC reduced the visibility 
of its links to nuclear weapons devel-
opment. In 1971, Lawrence Livermore 
split off from Lawrence Berkeley, 
becoming its own independent labora-
tory. The federal agency that managed 
the nuclear weapons complex at the 
time, the Atomic Energy Commission, 
previously maintained an office on 
Oxford Street in Berkeley. During a 
riot in 1971, students attempted to 
burn it down. The office shuttered its 
doors, and its staff relocated across the 
bay to San Francisco.

The student protests eventually died 
down, and the UC’s management of 
the labs persisted.

Opposition to UC management of 
the labs resurfaced in the late ’70s and 
into the early ’80s. Jerry Brown, then in 
his first term as governor, even briefly 
stepped forward as a critic of UC weap-
ons lab management. “UC is pro-
foundly compromising itself by becom-
ing the intellectual home of nuclear 
weapons and participating in a run-
away arms race,” Brown stated at a 
1979 regents meeting.

As the Cold War wound to a close, 
the regents faced renewed calls to sever 
ties with the labs. In a 1990 UC 
Academic Senate survey of faculty 
members at each of the university’s 
campuses, 3,089 respondents (64.6 
percent) favored UC severance from 
the weapons labs, with only 1,702 (34.6 
percent) opposed.

The regents nonetheless voted in 
favor of renewing their management of 
the labs.

What the future may hold
Within the university milieu, some 

longtime critics of weapons lab man-
agement remain. One is UC Berkeley 
geography instructor Gray Brechin, 
whose urban history classic, Imperial 
San Francisco, concludes with a ground-
breaking essay on the UC’s history.

“The Manhattan Project effectively 
began at UC Berkeley and has never 

ended, as UC’s two shadow campuses 
at Los Alamos and Livermore have 
competed with one another, as they 
were designed to do, to produce and to 
promote the most efficient means of 
ending life on Earth when used,” 
Brechin said in an interview.

But the university’s contemporary 
portrayal of Ernest Lawrence, a man 
who did more than virtually any other 
to usher in the atomic age, reveals a 

convoluted attempt to embrace his leg-
acy while simultaneously distancing 
itself from the work in which he was 
engaged for much of his professional 
career. The Lawrence Hall of Science, 
located across from the entrance to 
Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, 
was constructed in Lawrence’s honor in 
1968. Among its most visible displays is 
the Ernest O. Lawrence Memorial, 
which devotes only a handful of token 
sentences out of several paragraphs to 
Lawrence’s involvement in nuclear 
weapons development.

“The contributions of Ernest 
Lawrence and his radiation laboratory 
to the war effort helped forge a new 
compact between science and the fed-
eral government and became the 
embodiment of Big Science,” it reads. 
“Big Science radically changed the pic-
ture under the auspices of the 
Manhattan Project—the development 
and production of the atomic bomb 
during World War II. It pioneered the 
introduction of a system in which the 
government contracted for research 
and development services from univer-
sity scientists and private industry.”

In reality, Lawrence dedicated much 
of his life following World War II to 
furthering the development of nuclear 
weapons, including through lobbying 
in Washington, D.C. for bigger weap-
ons programs and budgets. He died in 
1958 after falling ill while assisting in 
the negotiation of a proposed Partial 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty with the Soviet 
Union. He was the member of the 
American delegation who most strong-
ly opposed the treaty’s ratification.

The display omits any reference to 
Lawrence’s role in founding Lawrence 
Livermore National Laboratory and his 
key role in promoting the nuclear 
weapons testing program in the Nevada 
desert and in the Marshall Islands, a 
string of coral atolls in the South 
Pacific. The program drove thousands 
of Marshallese from their homeland. 
Radioactive fallout from nuclear weap-
ons testing killed more than 15,000 
Americans and caused at least 80,000 
cases of cancer, a 2002 National Cancer 
Institute and Centers for Disease 
Control study concluded. It also fails to 
mention the UC’s role in the atomic 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
events marked by grisly new forms of 
death, which also showed the world for 
the first time that humans had devel-
oped the capacity to destroy life on 
Earth as we know it. The Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki detonations were so 
bright, survivors would later recall, 
that the sun appeared to have exploded 
in the center of their cities. Many of the 
victims simply vanished, the outlines 
of their bodies permanently etched as 
white shadows in black nimbus on 
streets and walls. Among the survivors, 
tens-of-thousands were covered in 
burns, missing limbs, or dragging their 
skin behind them on the devastated 
streets. An oily black rain showered 
each city and its hinterlands with 
radioactive fall-out, claiming thou-
sands more lives through cancers and 
other radiation-induced sicknesses.

Although the UC itself does not 
acknowledge its role in this devastation, 
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living monuments still exist in its midst. 
Reverend Nobu Hanaoka is one of 
numerous survivors of the atomic 
bombings—known as Hibakusha—
who later put down roots in the Bay 
Area. Shortly after his mother and sis-
ter died from leukemia, he heard from 
a doctor that he would be unlikely to 
reach his tenth birthday. For several 
months, the trauma induced him to 
stop speaking altogether.

But Hanaoka would later find his 
voice and join other Hibakusha in 
speaking out passionately for the 
elimination of nuclear weapons. 
While working as a pastor at churches 
around the Bay Area, he also helped 
bring together survivors of all parts of 
the nuclear fuel cycle—Hopi and 
Navajo uranium miners, nuclear 
weapons testing downwinders, nucle-
ar facility workers, residents of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and many 
others—to call for nuclear abolition.

From his perspective, the need for 
nuclear disarmament has never been 
more pressing. “The nuclear powers 
have started reducing the numbers in 
their arsenals, but they have also been 
modernizing them, making them stron-
ger and more powerful,” he warned.

Modern nuclear weapons, such as the 
United States’ B83 bombs, use a thermo-
nuclear process far more powerful than 

the fission chain reaction 
that ignited the Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki bombs. A B83 
carries an explosive power 
equaling 1.2 million tons of 
TNT, making it 80 times 
more powerful than the 
bomb that detonated on 
August 6, 1945.

The possibility that 
such a weapon may be 
used is increasing. In 
January 2017, the month 
President Trump was 
sworn into office, the U.S. 
Bulletin of Atomic Scientists 
moved the “Doomsday 
Clock,” a symbolic count-

down to the end of the 

world, to two-and-a-half minutes to 
midnight. It marked the first time since 
1953—after thermonuclear bomb tests 
in the U.S. and the Soviet Union—that 
humanity has been this close to global 
disaster. Heightening tensions around 
the globe have enhanced the possibility 
of either an accidental or intentional 
nuclear war.

If the U.S. were to participate in 
such a war, it would do so using weap-
ons from labs managed by the 
University of California.

—CounterPunch, March 8, 2019

h t t p s : / / w w w . c o u n t e r p u n c h .
org/2018/03/08/the-university-of-nucle-
ar-bombs/



Vol.  18, No. 3    SOCIALIST VIEWPOINT  19

Financing Nuclear Terror
By Mark Sullivan

A new report from ICAN (Internati
onal Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons) and PAX is calling out the 20 
biggest nuclear-weapons financiers, 
underscoring the degree to which banks 
and contractors have been quietly fund-
ing the recent resurgence in the global 
arms race. Disturbingly, the research 
shows, investment in nuclear weapons 
increased by $81 billion in 2017.

Since January 2014, some 329 finan-
cial institutions from around the world 
invested $525 billion in 20 compa-
nies that produce, maintain, or mod-
ernize nuclear weapons. And $110 bil-
lion of it came from just three U.S. 
companies: BlackRock, Vanguard, and 
Capital Group.

Here’s the full top ten:

BlackRock—$38.4B; Capital Group—
$36.7B; Vanguard—$35.3B; State Street—
$33.4B; JPMorgan Chase—$29.7B; Bank 
of America—$25.9B; Citigroup—$16.5B; 
Evercore—$13.7B; Wells Fargo—$13.5B; 
Goldman Sachs—$10.8B

“They are capitalizing on 
chaos,” Beatrice Fihn, ICAN’s execu-
tive director, told me. “We have talked 
to some of them, and they are not 
proud to share information on it.”

Fihn says their reasons for investing 
in weapons of mass destruction are 
what you might expect. They’re using 
whatever legal means available to make 
returns on their clients’ money. “But 
there are limits to these things,” she 
adds. “You don’t see these institutions 
investing in sarin gas or child labor just 
because it makes you money.”

Unbelievably, it’s a good time to invest 
in nuclear weapons, because nuclear 
saber-rattling has come back in style. “A 
lot of people thought this issue was solved 
at the end of the Cold War,” Fihn said, 
“but the risk that nuclear weapons will be 
used is actually growing.”

“We have some world leaders that 
are going in the wrong direction,” she 
said, obviously referring to Donald 
Trump and Kim Jong-un.

And old Cold War enemies, the 
United States and Russia, are both now 
talking loudly about the strength of 
their nuclear arsenals and the desire to 
increase them.

The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists’ 
Science and Security Board recently set 
the so-called Doomsday Clock to two-
and-a-half minutes to midnight, mean-
ing the world is at greater risk of 
nuclear conflagration than it was dur-
ing the Cold War’s hottest moments.

Thankfully, there are signs that 
nukes won’t be a hot investment oppor-
tunity forever. Since the sub-prime 
mortgage meltdown and bailout, peo-
ple are more aware of where financial 
institutions are investing their money. 
Some may object to their dollars being 
invested in technology that could 
quickly kill off the human species.

And we live in a world that’s very 
different, politically speaking, than the 
one that was gripped by the Cold War.

“We have a new generation of lead-
ers from around the world who grew 
up after the Cold War, and nuclear 

weapons do not fit with the way they 
see the world,” Bihn said. “There are no 
longer two power blocks threatening 
each other. So they are going to start 
questioning why the investment in 
nuclear weapons is rising, and why 
these institutions are profiting from it.”

A majority of the world’s nations 
congregated (at ICAN’s invitation) at 
the United Nations last year, where 
they agreed on a Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. The 
agreement will become binding law 
when 50 nations have signed it. Not 
surprisingly, the United States, the 
U.K., Israel, Russia, and North Korea 
did not participate.

ICAN says that since the adoption of 
the UN Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons, 30 companies have 
ceased investing in nuclear weap-
ons. And two of the top five largest pen-
sion funds in the world—Norway’s 
Government Pension Fund and the 
Dutch pension fund ABP—are divesting 
from companies involved in the produc-
tion or upkeep of nuclear weapons.

—Fast Company, March 7, 2018

h t t p s : / / w w w . f a s t c o m p a n y .
com/40540977/these-companies-are-
financing-the-return-of-nuclear-terror
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WASHINGTON—In the last few 
years, arguably the most visible and 
well-publicized march on the U.S. cap-
ital has been the “Women’s March,” a 
movement aimed at advocating for 
legislation and policies promoting 
women’s rights as well as a protest 
against the misogynistic actions and 
statements of high-profile U.S. politi-
cians. The second Women’s March, 
which took place this past year, attract-
ed over a million protesters nation-
wide, with 500,000 estimated to have 
participated in Los Angeles alone.

However, absent from this women’s 
movement has been a public antiwar 
voice, as its stated goal of “ending vio-
lence” does not include violence pro-
duced by the state. The absence of this 
voice seemed both odd and troubling 
to legendary peace activist Cindy 
Sheehan, whose iconic protest against 
the invasion and occupation of Iraq 
made her a household name for many.

Sheehan was taken aback by how 
some prominent organizers of this year’s 
Women’s March were unwilling to 
express antiwar positions and argued for 

excluding the issue of peace entirely from 
the event and movement as a whole. In 
an interview with MintPress, Sheehan 
recounted how a prominent leader of the 
march had told her, “I appreciate that 
war is your issue Cindy, but the Women’s 
March will never address the war issue as 
long as women aren’t free.”

War is indeed Sheehan’s issue and 
she has been fighting against the U.S.’ 
penchant for war for nearly 13 years. 
After her son Casey was killed in action 
while serving in Iraq in 2004, Sheehan 
drew international media attention for 
her extended protest in front of the 
Bush residence in Crawford, Texas, 
which later served as the launching 
point for many protests against U.S. 
military action in Iraq.

Sheehan rejected the notion that 
women could be “free” without 
addressing war and empire. She coun-
tered the dismissive comment of the 
march organizer by stating that divorc-
ing peace activism from women’s issues 
“ignored the voices of the women of the 
world who are being bombed and 
oppressed by U.S. military occupation.”

Indeed, women are directly impact-
ed by war—whether through displace-
ment, the destruction of their homes, 
kidnapping, or torture. Women also 
suffer uniquely and differently from 
men in war as armed conflicts often 
result in an increase in sexual violence 
against women.

For example, of the estimated half-
a-million civilians killed in the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq, many of them were 
women and children. In the U.S. occu-
pation of Afghanistan, the number of 
female casualties has been rising on 
average over 20 percent every year since 
2015. In 2014 alone when Israel 
attacked Gaza in “Operation Protective 
Edge,” Israeli forces, which receives $10 
million in U.S. military aid every 
day, killed over two thousand 
Palestinians—half of them were 
women and children. Many of the 
casualties were pregnant women, who 
had been deliberately targeted.

Given the Women’s March’s appar-
ent rejection of peace activism in its 
official platform, Sheehan was inspired 
to organize another Women’s March 
that would address what many wom-
en’s rights advocates, including 
Sheehan, believe to be an issue central 
to promoting women’s rights.

Dubbed the “Women’s March on 
the Pentagon,” the event is scheduled 
to take place on October 21—the same 
date as an iconic antiwar march of the 
Vietnam era—with a mission aimed at 
countering the “bipartisan war 
machine.” Though men, women and 
children are encouraged to attend, the 
march seeks to highlight women’s 
issues as they relate to the disastrous 
consequences of war.

The effort of women in confronting 
the “war machine” will be highlighted 
at the event, as Sheehan remarked that 

Cindy Sheehan and the Women’s March on the Pentagon
A movement not just a protest

By Whitney Webb
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“women have always tried to confront 
the war-makers,” as the mothers, 
daughters, sisters and wives of the men 
and women in the military, as well as 
those innocent civilians killed in the 
U.S.’ foreign wars. As a result, the push 
for change needs to come from women, 
according to Sheehan, because “we 
[women] are the only ones that can 
affect [the situation] in a positive way.” 
All that’s missing is an organized, anti-
war women’s movement.

Sheehan noted the march will seek to 
highlight the direct relationship between 
peace activism and women’s rights, since 
“no woman is free until all women are 
free” and such “freedom also includes 
the freedom from U.S. imperial plunder, 
murder and aggression” that is part of 
the daily lives of women living both 
within and beyond the United States. 
Raising awareness of how the military-
industrial complex negatively affects 
women everywhere is key, says Sheehan, 
as “unless there is a sense of interna-
tional solidarity and a broader base for 
feminism, then there aren’t going to be 
any solutions to any problems, [certainly 
not] if we don’t stop giving trillions of 
dollars to the Pentagon.”

Sheehan also urged that, even 
though U.S. military adventurism has 
long been an issue and the subject of 
protests, a march to confront the mili-
tary-industrial complex is more impor-
tant now than ever: “I’m not alarmist 
by nature but I feel like the threat of 

nuclear annihilation is much closer 
than it has been for a long time,” add-
ing that, despite the assertion of some 
in the current administration and U.S. 
military, “there is no such thing as 
‘limited’ nuclear war.” This makes “the 
need to get out in massive numbers” 
and march against this, more impera-
tive than ever.

Sheehan also noted that Trump’s 
presidency has helped to make the 
Pentagon’s influence on U.S. politics 
more obvious by bringing it to the fore-
front: “Even though militarism had 
been under wraps [under previous 
presidents], Trump has made very 
obvious the fact that he has given con-
trol of foreign policy to the ‘generals.’”

Indeed, as MintPress has report-
ed on several occasions, the Pentagon—
beginning in March of last year—has 
been given the freedom to “engage the 
enemy” at will, without the oversight of 
the executive branch or Congress. As a 
result, the deaths of innocent civilians 
abroad as a consequence of U.S. mili-
tary action has spiked. While opposing 
Trump is not the focus of the march, 
Sheehan opined that Trump’s war-
powers giveaway to the Pentagon, as 
well as his unpopularity, have helped to 
spark widespread interest in the event.

Different wings of the same warbird
Sheehan has rejected accusations 

that the march is partisan, as it is, by 
nature, focused on confronting the 
bipartisan nature of the military-indus-
trial complex. She told MintPress that 
she has recently come under pressure 
owing to the march’s proximity to the 
2018 midterm elections—as some have 
ironically accused the march’s biparti-
san focus as “trying to harm the chanc-
es of the Democrats” in the ensuing 
electoral contest.

In response, Sheehan stated that: 

“Democrats and Republicans are 
different wings of the same warbird. 
We are protesting militarism and 
imperialism. The march is nonparti-
san in nature because both parties 

are equally complicit. We have to 
end wars for the planet and for the 
future. I could really care less who 
wins in November.”

She also noted that even when the 
Democrats were in power under 
Obama, nothing was done to change 
the government’s militarism nor to 
address the host of issues that events 
like the Women’s March have claimed 
to champion.

“We just got finished with eight 
years of a Democratic regime,” Sheehan 
told MintPress. “For two of those years, 
they had complete control of Congress 
and the presidency and a [filibuster-
proof] majority in the Senate and they 
did nothing” productive except to help 
“expand the war machine.” She also 
emphasized that this march is in no 
way a “get out the vote” march for any 
political party.

Even though planning began less 
than a month ago, support has been 
pouring in for the march since it was 
first announced on Sheehan’s web-
site, Cindy Sheehan Soapbox. Encouraged 
by the amount of interest already 
received, Sheehan is busy working with 
activists to organize the events and will 
be taking her first organizing trip to the 
east coast in April of this year. 

In addition, those who are unable to 
travel to Washington are encouraged to 
participate in any number of solidarity 
protests that will be planned to take 
place around the world or to plan and 
attend rallies in front of U.S. embassies, 

...divorcing peace activ-
ism from women’s 
issues “ignored the  

voices of the women of 
the world who are being 
bombed and oppressed 

by U.S. military  
occupation.”

“...no woman is free 
until all women are free” 
and such “freedom also 

includes the freedom 
from U.S. imperial  

plunder, murder and 
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military installations, and the corporate 
headquarters of war profiteers.

Early endorsers of the event include 
journalists Abby Martin, Mnar 
Muhawesh and Margaret Kimberley; 
Nobel Peace Prize nominee Kathy 
Kelly; FBI whistleblower Coleen 
Rowley; and U.S. politicians like for-
mer Congresswoman Cynthia 
McKinney. Activist groups that have 
pledged their support include 
CodePink, United National Antiwar 
Coalition, Answer Coalition, Women’s 
EcoPeace and World Beyond War.

Though October is months away, 
Sheehan has high hopes for the march. 
More than anything else, though, she 
hopes that the event will give birth to a 
“real revolutionary women’s movement 
that recognizes the emancipation and 
liberation of all peoples—and that means 
[freeing] all people from war and empire, 
which is the biggest crime against human-
ity and against this planet.” By building 
“a movement and not just a protest,” the 
event’s impact will not only be long-last-
ing, but grow into a force that could 
meaningfully challenge the U.S. military-
industrial complex that threatens us all. 
God knows the world needs it.

For those eager to help the march, you 
can help spread the word through social 
media by joining the march’s Facebook 
page or following the march’s Twitter 
account, as well as by word of mouth. In 
addition, supporting independent media 
outlets—such as MintPress, which will be 
reporting on the march—can help keep you 
and others informed as October approaches.

Whitney Webb is a staff writer for 
MintPress News who has written for sev-
eral news organizations in both English 
and Spanish; her stories have been fea-
tured on ZeroHedge, the Anti-Media, 
and 21st Century Wire among others. 
She currently lives in Southern Chile.

—MPN News, February 20, 2018

https://www.mintpressnews.com/cin-
dy-sheehan-and-the-womens-march-
on-the-pentagon-a-movement-not-just-
a-protest/237835/

As Americans rushed to pay their 
taxes before the official deadline, peace 
groups reminded the public of the 
uncomfortable fact that an “astronomi-
cal amount” of the money sent to the IRS 
each year goes not to funding education 
or a single-payer healthcare system the 
U.S. supposedly can’t afford, but straight 
into the bloated coffers of the Pentagon.

“Congress appropriates more for 
U.S. military spending than the next 
eight countries combined, but year 
after year refuses to adequately invest 
in access to quality education and 
healthcare for millions of Americans, 
infrastructure spending, and alterna-
tive energy,” Paul Kawika Martin, 
senior director for policy and political 
affairs at Peace Action, said in a state-
ment late Monday, April 16, 2018.

As a result, arms industry executives 
make out like bandits while programs 
that provide essential services for most 
Americans remain drastically underfund-
ed, as do development and diplomacy 
programs that help end wars and prevent 
them in the first place,” Martin added.

Highlighting America’s uniquely 
exorbitant military spending in a blog 
post, Lindsay Koshgarian of National 
Priorities noted that it is particularly 
important to keep in mind who funds 
U.S.-led endless wars overseas following 
President Donald Trump’s illegal attack 
on Syria—an attack that “added nearly 
$5 billion to missile-makers’ stock value.”

“It’s devastating to know who paid 
for it: we did,” Koshgarian observed.

“The average taxpayer contributed 
$3,456 to the military in 2017,” she 
noted, compared to $80 that went to 
welfare programs and “just $39 to the 
Environmental Protection Agency.”

In an analysis published last month, 
National Priorities estimated that 23.8 
cents of every dollar in taxes paid in 2017 
went to Pentagon and military spending.

“Meanwhile, 11 cents goes to mili-
tary contractors, including 1.7 cents 
for the Pentagon’s biggest contractor 
and maker of the F-35 jet fighter, 
Lockheed Martin,” the group found.

Writing for Truthout on Tuesday, 
Koshgarian pointed out that the politi-
cal choice to devote such massive sums 
of taxpayer money to the Pentagon 
and corporate war profiteers has very 
“real consequences.”

“A ten percent cut in spending on 
military contractors would provide 
enough money to hire 395,000 elemen-
tary school teachers or provide health 
insurance for 13 million children,” 
Koshgarian observed.

If Trump and Republican lawmak-
ers have their way, Americans could 
soon be dumping even more tax money 
into the American war machine while 
healthcare, food stamps, education, 
and other public programs are slashed.

As Common Dreams reported last 
month, Trump signed an omnibus 
spending bill that contained $700 bil-
lion in Pentagon funding, and he has 
asked for an even bigger military bud-
get for next year.

—Common Dreams, April 17, 2018

https://www.commondreams.org/
news/2018/04/17/astronomical-cost-
w a r - a v e r a g e - u s - t a x p a y e r - s e n t -
3456-pentagon-last-year-and-just-39

Astronomical Cost of War
By Jake Johnson
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More War For You!
With $700 billion for the Pentagon, nearly half of $1.3 trillion dollar budget headed for more war

By Jessica Corbett

March 23, 2018—Alarmed antiwar 
advocates are calling it “outrageous” 
that nearly half of the $1.3 trillion 
o m n i b u s  s p e n d i n g 
deal rammed through the Senate in the 
early morning hours of Friday is head-
ing directly to the Pentagon.

The final deal1—which, despite a 
feigned veto threat Friday morn-
ing, President Donald Trump signed 
later in the day to avoid another gov-
ernment shutdown—contains $700 
billion in military and war spending.

Peace advocates not only disap-
proved of the $80 billion boost in mili-
tary spending over the previous bud-
get—they also pointed to how those 
funds could be used to better serve 
Americans. As Diane Randall, execu-
tive secretary of Friends Committee on 
National Legislation (FCNL), a Quaker 
lobby for peace and justice, put it:

“$700 BILLION for the 
Department of Defense—it is outra-
geous when we could be ending 
homelessness, making universal pre-
school and higher ed available to all 
and repairing roads and bridges.”

While the Senate was deliberating 
on the spending bill late Thursday, 
Randall’s group shared a Nation arti-
cle that describes the Trump adminis-
tration and GOP lawmakers’ joint 
attack on safety net programs, which 
includes “a proposal to punish immi-
grants for participating in programs 
like Head Start; closing a Department 
of Justice office that was created to 
make legal aid more accessible; repeal-
ing guidance to judges that suggested 
they consider an individual’s ability to 
pay a fine before allowing her to lan-
guish in jail; imposing work require-
ments and time limits on people who 
need assistance with healthcare, hous-
ing, or food.”

As the Republican lawmakers and 
president aim to make it harder for 
poor Americans to get by, the $700 bil-
lion in defense spending, as CNBC out-
lines, “will be spread over the 
Pentagon’s base budget of $589.5 bil-
lion and $65.2 billion for the overseas 
contingency operations,” which pays 
for U.S. operations in Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Syria, Africa, and elsewhere.

It specifically allocates $144.3 billion 
for military equipment, including Navy 
ships, F-35 and F/A-18 fighter jets, and 
the Missile Defense Agency. CNBC notes 
that “the defense-friendly bill also pro-
vides $238 billion for operations and 
maintenance, $89.2 billion for research 
and development, and $137.7 billion 
for personnel pay—a 2.4 percent 
increase from fiscal year 2017.”

This win for the Defense 
Department—and by extension, 
its private contractors—comes as 
Trump has announced that warmon-
ger John Bolton will take over as the 
president’s national security adviser 
early next month.

—Common Dreams, March 23, 2018

https://www.commondreams.org/
news/2018/03/23/outrageous-700-bil-
lion-pentagon-nearly-half-13-trillion-
budget-headed-more-war

1  h t t p : / / d o c s . h o u s e . g o v / b i l l -
sthisweek/20180319/BILLS-115SAHR1625-
RCP115-66.pdf
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On the campaign trail in January of 
2016, Hillary Clinton told Iowa voters 
that Bernie Sanders’ single payer health-
care proposal was an idea whose time 
would never come. “People who have 
health emergencies can’t wait for us to 
have a theoretical debate about some 
better idea that will never, ever come to 
pass ,” said the presumed shoo-in for 
president. Two years later, one-third of 
Democrats in the Senate have endorsed 
Sanders’ Medicare for All Act and half 
the Democrats in the U.S. House have 
signed on to Representative John 
Conyers’ Expanded and Improved 
Medicare for All Act, HR 676 . Polls 
show 75 percent of Democrats favor 
“expanding Medicare to provide health 
insurance to every American,” and 31 
percent of the public at-large wants 
healthcare to be the first problem the 
Democrats tackled if they win the White 
House in 2020.

Predictably, however, Hillary 
Clinton’s favorite think tank is still try-
ing to make sure single payer healthcare 
never happens. The lavishly funded 
Center for American Progress (CAP) 
last week unveiled their counterfeit, 
sound-alike healthcare plan, 
dubbed Medicare Extra for All, whose 
sole purpose is to distract and confuse a 
public that is demonstrably “ready” for 
single payer. The CAP scheme, like 
Obamacare, keeps the private insur-
ance corporations at the center of the 
money-stream, doesn’t cover everyone, 
charges fees, co-pays and premiums, 
doesn’t save much money, and would 
fail to provide millions with adequate 
coverage. “CAP’s plan maintains the 
current tiered system in which some 
people have private health insurance, 
those with the greatest needs have pub-
lic health insurance, some people will 
have inadequate coverage and others 
will have no coverage at all,” writes Dr. 

Margaret Flowers , of Health Over 
Profit. “By offering a solution that 
sounds good to the uninformed—
‘Medicare Extra for All’—but contin-
ues to benefit their Wall Street donors,” 
said Flowers, “Democrats hope to fool 
people or buy enough support to 
undermine efforts for NIMA,” or 
National Improved Medicare for All, 
the comprehensive single payer plan 
supported by the activists like Flowers.

National Improved Medicare for All 
would save half-a-trillion dollars-a-
year on administrative costs and anoth-
er $100 billion on reduced drug costs, 
according to Flowers. “The CAP plan 
maintains the complicated multi-payer 
system that we have today,” she said. 
“At best, it will only achieve 16 percent 
of the administrative savings of a single 
payer system and it will have less power 
to reign in the high costs of care.”

The CAP scheme would leave the 
link between employment and health 
coverage intact, keeping workers ulti-
mately dependent on the whims of 
their bosses for healthcare coverage. 
“When people who have private health 
insurance lose their job or move, they 
risk losing their health insurance,” said 
Flowers. “NIMA creates a health sys-
tem that covers everyone no matter 
where they are in the United States and 
its territories.”

The Obama-scam, repackaged
The Center for American Progress is 

running the same bait-and-switch con 
that Barack Obama played in the set-
up to his Affordable Care Act. Bruce 
Dixon and I were introduced to 
Obama’s healthcare scam in June of 
2003 when we engaged the then candi-
date for the U.S. Senate in a month-
long telephone and email conversa-
tion, at The Black Commentator. At the 
time, Obama was trailing the field of 

candidates and in need of every Black 
vote in Illinois. Dixon and I had just 
learned that Obama had joined the 
Democratic Leadership Council 
(DLC), the corporate moneybag oper-
ation for the right wing of the party 
founded by white southern Democrats 
including Bill Clinton and Al Gore. On 
top of that, he’d recently removed his 
2002 (mildly) antiwar speech from his 
campaign website, apparently to get in 
line with George Bush’s triumphal 
“Mission Accomplished “ speech, the 
previous month. Obama denied that 
he’d become a member of the DLC, 
and claimed his website was undergo-
ing “routine” updating. (Years later, 
when the war was clearly lost, Obama’s 
team would resurrect “The Speech” as 
proof of his early antiwar credentials.)

Dixon and I decided that the best 
way to determine if Obama should 
be in the DLC or not, would be to put 
him to a three-question “bright line” 
test on the issues of war, healthcare and 
U.S. membership in the NAFTA, the 
North American Free Trade Agreement. 
If the candidate answered all three 
questions correctly, then he should 
not be a member of the DLC. If he 
failed, then the DLC was where he 
belonged, and voters should make their 
decisions, accordingly.

We presented our bright line ques-
tions to Obama in the June 19, 2003 , 
Cover Story of the publication:

1. Do you favor the withdrawal of 
the United States from NAFTA? 
Will you in the Senate introduce 
or sponsor legislation toward 
that end?

2. Do you favor the adoption of a 
single payer system of universal 
healthcare to extend the avail-
ability of quality healthcare to all 
persons in this country? Will you 

Healthcare Bait-and-Switch
From the Clintons to Obama and back again

By Glen Ford
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in the Senate introduce or spon-
sor legislation toward that end?

3. Would you have voted against 
the October 10 congressional res-
olution allowing the president to 
use unilateral force against Iraq?

Note that we specified “a single 
payer system of universal healthcare.”

Obama used weasel-language to fudge 
his answers to the Iraq War and NAFTA 
questions. On healthcare, he wrote:

“I favor universal healthcare for 
all Americans, and intend to intro-
duce or sponsor legislation toward 
that end in the U.S. Senate, just as I 
have at the state level. My campaign 
is also developing a series of interim 
proposals—such as an expansion of 
the successful SCHIP program—so 
that we can immediately provide 
more coverage to uninsured chil-
dren and their families.”

Obama left out the words “single 
payer.” Only after he became presi-
dent, six years later, would it become 
clear that his definition of “universal” 
healthcare meant only that all 
Americans would be required to enroll 
in an insurance program—just as states 
require that all drivers be insured.

Despite his use of weasel-wording in 
all three answers, we at The Black 
Commentator gave Obama a passing 
grade. “BC is not seeking to martyr 
Barack Obama on a left-leaning cross,” 
we wrote.

(Our actual motive in 2003 was fear 
of being labeled “crabs in a barrel” for 
undermining the prospects of such an 
attractive, progressive-sounding, 
young Black up-and-coming politi-
cian—a failure of political nerve for 
which I will forever be ashamed.)

A year-and-a-half later, in the week 
before Obama was sworn into the 
Senate, he told me that the country was 
not “ready” for single payer. But, if he 
really believed that, he would not have 
spent the next four years misleading 
the people through his calculated mis-
use of the term “universal.”

“Universal” was Obama’s bait-and-
switch to confuse the public, much of 
which continued to wishfully assume 
that he favored some kind of single 
payer plan. Once he got in office—and 
after announcing that “all entitlements, 
including Social Security, Medicaid 
and Medicare, would be “on the table” 
for cutting under his administration—
Obama banished single payer advo-
cates like Representative Conyers from 
the White House and quite publicly 
allowed the for-profit healthcare cor-
porations to write his Affordable Care 
Act, with its “universal” mandate that 
added many of millions of new “cus-
tomers” for the industry.

The Democratic Leadership 
Council disbanded near the end of 
Obama’s first term in office. Faux-
progressives claimed a victory. “One of 
the things that’s happening right now 
in Democratic politics is that progres-
sives are winning the battle for the 
party,” said Progressive Congress pres-
ident Darcy Burner. “The corporate-
focused DLC type of politics isn’t 
working inside the Democratic party.”

That was nonsense. The DLC went 
out of business because it had won its 
battle for corporate hegemony in the 
party. By 2011, Obama had revealed 
himself as a full-blooded austerity (and 
war) president, and was still seeking his 
“Grand Bargain” with the Republicans. 
The “progressives” were defenestrated 
(thrown out of the White House win-
dows) and humiliated in his first year, 
and were not to rise again until Bernie 
Sanders, the nominally non-Democrat, 
made his bid for the White House in 
2016—with single payer healthcare at 
the tip of his spear.

Sanders’ version of single payer is 
“highly flawed ,” said Health Over 
Profit’s Margaret Flowers, who is also 
co-director of Popular Resistance, but, 
“the fact that the Democrats are pro-
posing something that sounds like 
NIMA means we are gaining power.” 
The legislation “calls for a four-year 
transition period, during which the 

newly improved Medicare would first 
insure all children and adults 55 or 
older, then expand gradually to cover 
all adults,” writes the Huffington Post. 

The Sanders bill’s endorsers in the 
Senate include a number of obvious 
Trojan Horses, such as Cory Booker, a 
deeply reactionary politician who 
could have been the “first Obama” had 
he won prominent office just a few 
years sooner (see The Black 
Commentator, April 4, 2002, “Fruit of 
the Poisoned Tree.”) He was among 13 
Democrats who voted against creating 
a reserve fund to allow Americans 
to import cheaper drugs from Canada, 
lamely claiming that it didn’t address 
consumer protection issues. Booker 
and others are joining the pro-single 
payer bandwagon to weaken it from 
the inside, while his allies in the Clinton 
camp and their Center for American 
Progress scheme to extend the life of 
for-profit healthcare under the 
Medicare brand.

Meanwhile, Donald Trump is the 
greatest negative motivator for single 
payer. He last month proposed new 
rules that would allow sale of short-
term insurance policies that omit 
“essential health benefits”—what 
Senator Ron Wyden calls “junk insur-
ance”—to allow the market to work its 
miracles. But the people are learning 
that the market will kill you.

—Black Agenda Report, March 8, 2018

https://blackagendareport.com/
healthcare-bait-and-switch-clintons-
obama-and-back-again
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A wildcat teachers’ strike that roiled 
West Virginia for nine long days ended on 
Tuesday, March 6, 2018, after the state 
government passed a five percent pay 
hike. For a state that doesn’t even allow 
state employees to engage in collective 
bargaining, this amounts to a historic 
victory. Yet much remains undone.

The strike was largely about health-
care benefits, which the deal mostly 
skirted. Even worse, the educators’ hard-
won raise could come at the expense of 
other important state programs—poten-
tially Medicaid, although this remains 
uncertain. Such an outcome only reaf-
firms a lesson made explicit throughout 
labor history: universal healthcare pro-
grams, rather than private benefits won 
through collective bargaining, must be a 
priority for organized labor. 

Between rising healthcare costs on 
one hand and public austerity on the 
other, West Virginia’s teachers’ health 
insurance plans had grown gradually 
worse in recent years, reflecting the sit-
uation throughout much of the coun-
try. As one teacher told the Los Angeles 
Times, pay was “not what kept us out. 
It’s the insurance. That’s the big deal.”

A glance at the 64-page “Shopper’s 
Guide” teachers were forced to navi-
gate illustrates just how hellish their 
options had become: in addition to 
rising monthly premiums, plan holders 
faced onerous deductibles, copays, and 
coinsurance for everything from pre-
scription drugs to childbirth. 

Most notoriously, they also faced 
coerced use of a patronizing app called 
Go365, a so-called “workplace wellness 
program.” “They implemented Go365,” 
one teacher told the New York Times 
“which is an app that I’m supposed to 
download on my phone, to track my 
steps, to earn points through this app. If I 
don’t earn enough points, and if I choose 
not to use the app, then I’m penalized …”

Such programs are being pushed on 
to workers everywhere. They were 
encouraged by the Affordable Care Act 
despite paltry evidence that they save 
money, much less improve health 
(although they may serve to push costs 
on to sicker workers.) Workers, mean-
while, understandably find reporting 
their personal health information to 
their boss (much less being penalized 
for their cholesterol or BMI) paternal-
istic and Orwellian.

Go365 caused an uproar, and its 
penalties were dropped in January, 
while premium and deductible hikes 
have been deferred for now. However, 
the strike deal otherwise left healthcare 
untouched, apart from creating a task-
force to find solutions for the problem 
of rising costs. We can assume that its 
proposed solutions will be insufficient, 
at least in the long run: as long as 
health coverage remains a privatized 
benefit and not a public good, American 
workers’ healthcare will periodically 
return to the chopping block.

This is evident from Appalachia’s 
own long history of strikes over health-
care. In 1946, a strike by the United 
Mine Workers (UMW) ended with a 
famous agreement that brought its 
members comprehensive healthcare, 
paid for by a tax on coal. 

The striking teachers have drawn 
inspiration from these “mine wars,” 
even brandishing the red bandan-
nas said to have been worn by rifle-
toting coalminers during the 1921 Battle 
of Blair Mountain, which pitched them 
against a powerful private militia in an 
epic gunfight over union rights. 

Yet the teachers’ strike is connected 
to that bloody history in a more com-
plex sense as well. As labor historian 
Alan Derickson has written, the UMW’s 
1946 historic healthcare victory “gave 
other unions hope for gains in health 
benefits through collective bargaining,” 
but it also took the UMW away from 
the national health insurance cause. 

Other big unions followed, such 
that by the late 50s, labor “had aban-
doned the goal of protection for the 
entire population.” The teachers’ inad-
equate healthcare coverage today, in 
other words, is in part the consequence 
of labor’s turn away from universal 
healthcare in history. 

Unions, of course, must win bene-
fits and protections for their workers in 
the short term. But the teachers—and 
organized labor as a whole—will have 
to go beyond what the miners long ago 
accomplished to make the rights of all 
workers secure, for a privatized welfare 
state cannot take the place of a public 
program of universal healthcare. That 
struggle remains ahead.

Adam Gaffney is an instructor in med-
icine at Harvard Medical School and a 
pulmonary and critical care doctor at the 
Cambridge Health Alliance. He is secre-
tary of the advocacy organization 
Physicians for a National Health Program.

—The Guardian, March 7, 2018

https://www.theguardian.com/com-
mentisfree/2018/mar/07/west-virginia-
teachers-strike-healthcare

Fighting for Healthcare
The West Virginia teachers’ strike is over, but the fight for healthcare isn’t.

By Adam Gaffney

...as long as health  
coverage remains a 

privatized benefit and 
not a public good, 

American workers’ 
healthcare will  

periodically return to 
the chopping block
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Martin Shkreli Is Going to Jail
He forgot there are consequences for hurting the rich

By Bobbi Dempsey

March 16, 2018—The frat boy of 
pharmaceuticals, Martin Shkreli, was 
sentenced to seven years in prison last 
Friday for securities fraud and con-
spiracy. After four years of earning mil-
lions by controlling the supply of cer-
tain medications, he was convicted 
of defrauding hedge fund investors in a 
Ponzi scheme.

In many ways Shkreli is a master of 
American capitalism, but he forgot its 
cardinal rule: Hurting people with less 
money than you is part of doing busi-
ness, but ripping off other rich people 
is a line you do not cross.

Like most people, I first heard the 
name Martin Shkreli when he made 
news for hiking up the price of a drug 
called Daraprim. The medication is 
used to treat life-threatening infections 
that can strike people with compro-
mised immune systems, particularly 
people with AIDS. After Daraprim was 
acquired by Shkreli’s company in 2015, 
the price of a single tablet skyrocketed 
by 5,000 percent overnight from $13.50 
to $750. It was at least the second time 
he had used the tactic: A year earlier he 
encouraged a different company 
to inflate the price of a kidney stone 
medicine called Thiola, increasing the 
daily cost from $30 to $450.

To be fair, he isn’t the only one guilty 
of this offense. Hundreds of other drug 
company executives have commit-
ted similar deeds to rake in as much 
profit as possible. But few others have 
been so blatant about it, reveling with 
such glee in both the frustration of 
patients and the rewards of his gluttony. 
Shkreli seemed to delight in flaunting 
his wealth. He loved showing off all the 
pricey toys and trinkets he bought with 
his drug company profits, including an 
infamous (and now subject to forfei-
ture) one-of-a-kind Wu-Tang Clan 

album. It was the kind of entitled, 
spoiled-rich-kid behavior that earned 
him the nickname, “Pharma Bro.”

From all appearances, life was good 
for Pharma Bro in those glory days of 
making a lifesaving drug unaffordable 
to those who desperately needed it. He 
was universally loathed, but nothing he 
did was actually illegal.

I don’t currently have any family 
members who take Daraprim, as far as 
I know. However, my family and I rely 
on other expensive drugs to stay alive 
or maintain even just the bare mini-
mum quality of life. My sister is on a 
host of drugs to treat advanced multi-
ple sclerosis (MS), rheumatoid arthri-
tis, lupus, and severe asthma. Or should 
I say, she is supposed to be on these 
drugs. She doesn’t have insurance, so 
she hasn’t taken any of them in more 
than a year. Just one of her MS drugs, 
Rebif, costs more than $5,000 a month. 
That’s $60,000 per year.

I would go to fill my child’s pre-
scriptions, and then see the staggering 
price lists on the computer screen.  The 
clerk or pharmacist would call me over 
to the side for a private consult. Their 
expression was always one of either 
shock or pity, or a combination of 
both. In whispered tones, they would 
say something like, “Um, this is pretty 
expensive, so I just wanted to make 
sure you were aware of that.” If you 

were lucky enough to have insurance 
that would cover any portion of this—
usually a relatively small amount—the 
insurance company would also often 
get involved at this point. Then you 
would face the additional experience of 
insurance companies playing doctor, 
attempting to make critical decisions 
about your lifesaving treatments.

Sometimes I’d try to bargain with 
the pharmacist by asking if they could 
dole out a one-week supply at a time, 
so I could pay in smaller increments. 
There were times when I had little or 
no money at all, and would break 
down in tears at the pharmacy counter. 
In the end, though, you usually would 
be left to face the inevitable: Come up 
with the money, or go without it.

Sometimes the prices are justified—
the rarer the drug, the more costly the 
treatment—but a lot of the time it’s 
not. I had always assumed that some-
where behind the scenes, someone was 
getting rich off the proceeds of these 
meds, whose sky-high prices often sent 
me into an emotional panic. But I never 
realized how arbitrary it could be until 
I read the coverage of Shkreli and his 
Daraprim price hike a few years ago.

Shkreli was famous for his cocky 
smirk and glib attitude towards anyone 
who questions his methods, but he 
reportedly cried when his sentence was 
announced. He presumably never shed 
tears for the people who needed his com-
panies’ medications so they wouldn’t 
die, or the many people like me who 
have sobbed at a pharmacy counter.

We are left to wonder why justice only 
appeared when the victims were rich.

—Talk Poverty, March 16, 2018

https://talkpoverty.org/2018/03/16/
martin-shkreli-going-jail-forgot-conse-
quences-hurt-rich/

Hurting people with less 
money than you is part 
of doing business, but 
ripping off other rich 
people is a line you do 

not cross.
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The CDC (Center for Disease 
Control) web page falsely states that 
“genetic factors...have a role in caus-
ing”…obesity.1 

 Obesity, which is responsible for 
the diabetes epidemic, kills thousands 
every year. Other established medical 
authorities such as the Mayo Clinic 
and the Cleveland Clinic state on their 
web pages that the causes of obesity 
include genetics. The CDC also says on 
its web page that genes do not cause 
the epidemic of obesity.2

How can genes both cause and not 
cause our recent epidemics? What is 
going on here? 

First concept
Genetic causality: Genetic diseases 

are inherited mutations of a single gene 
in human DNA. They are quite rare 
according to the World Health 
Organization.

Genes do not cause obesity, diabetes 
Type 2, or opioid addiction. “Genetic 
changes in the human population 
occur too slowly to be responsible for 
the obesity epidemic.”3 

 The “obesity epidemic can be con-
sidered a collective response to…envi-
ronment.”4

 This is also true for the recent epi-
demics of diabetes Type 2 and opioid 
addiction. Confusion regarding these 
issues creates the illusion that these 
new disease epidemics are our destiny 
over which we have no control. 
External socio-economic forces, which 
we can control, are in fact the causes—
a profiteering food industry along with 
pharmaceutical corporations and the 
medical profession.

Second concept
Our individual susceptibility, vul-

nerability or risk for any illness or dis-
ease, is due to many poorly understood 
factors, only one of which is our genes. 
For example, there are over 50 genes 
associated with obesity, “most with 
very small effects.”5 

Not everyone gets the Flu (Influenza), 
becomes obese, develops diabetes or an 
addiction to opioids. We all have differ-
ences in susceptibility, vulnerability or risk 
for any disease. How each person responds 
to the changes in the environment, only 

suggests that genes 
may play a role.

The CDC and 
medical establish-
ment is clearly mis-
leading the public 
by confusing and 
conflating two dif-
ferent concepts con-
cerning genes. In 
this way they 
obscure and deflect 
our attention from 
the socioeconomic 
causes of these epi-
demics. The medical 
establishment is 
leading us to believe 

illness is in our DNA—it is our destiny. 
We are all victims of our DNA.6 

The truth is that we are victims of 
capitalism and our destiny is to con-
front and change the socioeconomic 
forces that cause our modern disease 
epidemics. The obesity and diabetes 
epidemics are caused by the profit 
driven food industry’s introduction of 
high calorie food and drink. The opi-
oid epidemic was caused by the crimi-
nal actions of a pharmaceutical corpo-
ration and the criminal negligence of 
the medical profession.7 

 We may have no control over our 
DNA, but we can and should control 
our environment, which is the major 
cause of our present epidemics.8 

If profit over people capitalism is 
not working for us we should create 
another economic system that puts the 
people’s health first. 

Dr. Gordon is a California Family 
Physician who has written many articles 
on Health and Politics. He can be reached 
at: gordonnayvin@yahoo.com

—March 13, 2018

1  https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/resources/dis-
eases/obes

2  https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/resources/dis-
eases/obesity/obesedit.htm

3  https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/resources/dis-
eases/obes

4  https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/resources/dis-
eases/obesity/obesedit.htm

5  https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/resources/dis-
eases/obesity/obesedit.htm

6  https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/obesity-pre-
vention-source/obesity-causes/genes-and-obesity/

7 http://www.nytimes.com/2007/05/10/
business/11drug-web.html

https://countercurrents.org/2017/09/13/
responsibility-for-the-opioid-epidemic-cor-
ruption-collusion-and-criminal-negligence/

8  https://zcomm.org/zmagazine/genes-cancer-
and-capitalism/

DNA—Capitalism’s Genetic Scapegoat
By Dr. Nayvin Gordon
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Pouring Gasoline on the Fire of Opioid Addiction
By Dr. Nayvin Gordon

In May 2016, the Food and Drug 
Administration rejected KemPharm’s 
“abuse deterrent” claim for their drug 
Apadaz. Then in February of 2018, the 
FDA approved the very same drug, 
Apadaz, for the management of acute 
pain, saying it has “a high potential for 
abuse.” Purdue, the pharmaceutical 
corporation that hooked America on 
Oxycontin, wrote in the New York 
Times on February 7, 2018, “Opioids 
with abuse-deterrent properties are not 
abuse-proof and don’t prevent addic-
tion.” This is true for methadone and 
buprenorphine the most commonly 
used drugs for addiction maintenance 
therapy which keeps patients on opi-
oids for years, if not life. Over the last

20 years the FDA has flooded the mar-
ket with multiple similar-addicting 
products, which have generated bil-
lions of dollars in profits for pharma-
ceutical corporations. Now the FDA is 
embarking on a plan to open the flood-
gates to even more drugs. Only one 
third of specialty substance abuse pro-
grams offer abuse-deterrent drugs. But 
the FDA wants “to raise the num-
ber”1 while deemphasizing non-drug 
maintenance therapies. The FDA 
intends to expand the use of opioids, 
meaning more prescriptions written. 

David Kessler, the past commis-
sioner of the FDA, from 1990-1997 
wrote in the New York Times, May 7, 

2016, “The more opioids prescribed, 
the more opioid abuse there will be.”2 

Tragically the Government’s 
Department of Health and Human 
Services is paying little attention to the 
root causes of opioid use disorders—
the social and economic causes that 
prevent loving and stable homes for 
families—stress, insecurity, violence, 
abuse, unemployment, racism, pover-
ty, anxiety and depression.

1  https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/25/sci-
ence/fda-medication-assisted-therapy.html

2  https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/07/opin-
ion/the-opioid-epidemic-we-failed-to-foresee.html

Opioid Genocide of American Workers
By James Petras

During his recent visit to New 
Hampshire on March 20, 2018, President 
Trump declared once again that the U.S. 
is facing a “drug epidemic.” This time he 
advocated the death penalty for crimi-
nal drug dealers as the solution to a 
national crisis that has killed over one mil-
lion Americans since the 1990’s (when the 
blockbuster prescription opiate Oxycontin 
was first released on the market. 

Trump promised that the Justice 
Department would develop the most 
severe penalties for criminal drug traf-
fickers, by which he meant foreign-
ers. He argued that his proposed “Wall” 
(at the Mexican-U.S. border) would 
cut the flow of drugs responsible for 
the ongoing addiction of millions of 
U.S. citizens—as though the prescrip-
tion opiate addiction epidemic resulted 
from a foreign invasion, and not cor-
porate decisions from Big Pharma.

President Trump’s claim that 116 
“drug deaths” occur every day (42,000 a 

year) is a major underestimate. In 2017, 
alone over 64,000 drug overdose deaths 
were reported in official statistics (with 
many unreported cases signed off as 
natural or undetermined, especially in 
counties too poor to afford autopsies 
and expensive forensic toxicology.) 
Another four million Americans, at 
least, are currently addicted to opioids 
and at risk for overdose.

In comparative terms, more 
American workers have been killed or 
devastated by narcotics (mostly via 
prescription) in 2017 alone, than in the 
entire decade of the Vietnam War with 
its 58,000 dead and 500,000 wounded. 
In 2017, 40,000 Americans died in 
motor vehicle accidents and another 
39,000 by gun violence—and these sta-
tistics are not broken down to include 
vehicular accidents due to drug intoxi-
cation or gun violence over drugs. 
Prescription or illegal opiates, alone or 
mixed with other sedative drugs, like 

Valium, or alcohol, are the most prom-
inent and preventable cause of prema-
ture death in the United States today.

Who’s responsible?
This pattern is unique to the United 

States, where the irresponsible medical 
prescription of highly addicting narcot-
ics has been the primary portal of entry 
into the degrading life of addiction for 
millions. Despite President Trump’s 
claims, the addiction crisis is not a 
product of urban Afro-American street 
dealers or Mexican narco-traffickers: 
This uniquely American crisis has been 
created and fueled by billionaire-owned 
U.S. pharmaceutical corporations, 
which produced, distributed and wildly 
profited from legal narcotics.

They were aided by the irresponsible 
prescription practice of tens-of-thou-
sands of doctors and other “providers” 
who introduced millions of vulnerable 
patients to the world of narcotic depen-
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dency—including youngsters with 
sports injuries and workers with job-
related pain. These are physicians and 
medical providers who rarely stopped 
to examine their own responsibility, 
even when their otherwise healthy 
patients overdosed or were destroyed 
by addiction. It is especially outrageous 
that doctors and “Big Pharma” worked 
hand-in-hand for over 20 years to cre-
ate this epidemic, enjoying wild profits 
and almost total legal immunity. Few 
have dared to openly question their 
irresponsibility and greed. In the poor-
est and most vulnerable areas of this 
country, the most irresponsible and 
unaccountable incompetence has 
replaced real medical care and created a 
healthcare apartheid.

The Federal Drug Enforcement 
Agency (FDA) and the Drug 
Enforcement Agency (DEA) have pro-
tected the corporate drug traffickers 
and ensured the manicured and cul-
tured narco-bosses the highest rates of 
return on their products. These pol-
ished pushers have their names 
engraved on the walls of museums and 
opera houses around the country.

Narco-bosses and politicians
The majority of Presidential, 

Federal, State and municipal candi-
dates from both major parties have 
received millions-of-dollars in elector-
al campaign funds from these huge 
legal narcotic manufacturers and dis-
tributors, as well as from physicians 
and other representative of the “pain-
treatment industry.” Over the past 
decades, politicians have openly or 
secretly opposed or weakened legisla-
tion designed to address this crisis.

Why not just ask President Trump to 
direct his Justice Department to impose 
the death penalty on the board of direc-
tors of the big corporate narcotic manu-
facturers or distributors or on the CEOs 
of major “pain clinics” or on the owners 
of local rural “health centers” that drove 
the villagers of West Virginia into their 
life-destroying downward spirals?

When will the DEA finally storm the 
medical centers to arrest the over-pre-
scribing “providers” of narcotics and 
benzodiazepine tranquilizers—a very 
common deadly combination?

When will the SWAT teams seize 
the vacation homes of the CEOs of 
major U.S. hospitals where the conve-
nient and fake ideology of promising a 
“pain-free” experience (“make it Zero 
on the Pain Scale”) led to the general-
ized promotion of highly addicting 
narcotics for minor injuries, arthritic 
pain, or chronic back discomfort due 
to work or obesity? Responsible alter-
natives existed and were used in the 
rest of the world—largely untouched 
by this prescription-fueled crisis.

No doubt what President Trump 
has in mind is something else: the 
expulsion of Latin American workers 
under the pretext of going after the 
drug dealers and the even more mas-
sive incarceration of petty street dealers 
in the African American community.

Trump will then turn to further 
monitoring and arresting small-scale 
American marijuana farmers, who 
earn a basic income from growing a 
product that many believe is safe, non-
addicting, and significantly reduces 
demand for dangerous narcotics.

As ugly as this all seems, the com-
plicity of the political, economic and 

the medical elite in exponentially 
spreading deadly narcotics among the 
poor, working class and downwardly 
mobile middle class, points to a deeper 
and more sinister policy goal: the sys-
tematic elimination of millions of 
American workers made redundant in 
the new economy. This is a “gentler 
genocide,” where millions of workers 
die prematurely seeking an escape from 
pain as they have been replaced by a 
new technology and a new ideology: 
Robots, artificial intelligence and digi-
talization have rendered them dispos-
able, while the out-sourcing of work to 
low paid overseas laborers and immi-
grants have guaranteed unimaginable 
profits for the elite decision makers.

This highly profitable process, ben-
efiting the political, pharmaceutical, 
financial, police and judicial elites, 
conveniently blames the victims, a sig-
nificant proportion of whom come 
from the poor and working class in this 
country, including white rural and 
small town addicts, especially youth, 
stuck at minimum wage jobs with no 
prospects of a decent future—injured 
construction workers, 15 percent of 
whom abuse prescription narcotics for 
work-related injuries, as well as the 
marginalized petty drug dealers from 
the urban slums and desperate Latino 
immigrants forced to accommodate 
the cartels. These people have few 
rights and are easily monitored, incar-
cerated, expelled and just written-off in 
one-line obituaries.

A corporate strategy
The narcotic-fueled genocide had 

grown out of a calculated corporate 
strategy meant to cull and subdue a 
huge population of potentially restive 
marginalized workers and their fami-
lies, blaming the overdosing victims for 
their own “irresponsible” choices, their 
reliance on prescription opiates, their 
lack of access to competent medical 
care, and their untimely deaths as 
though this were all a collective suicide 
as the great nation marches forward.

In comparative terms, 
more American workers 
have been killed or dev-

astated by narcotics 
(mostly via prescription) 

in 2017 alone, than in 
the entire decade of the 
Vietnam War with its 

58,000 dead and 500,000 
wounded.
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The higher the death toll among 
marginalized Americans, the greater 
the reliance on political distractions 
and racist deceptions. President Trump 
loudly blames street-level retail distrib-
utors, while ignoring the links between 
tax-exempt mega-billionaires who have 
profited from the shortened life-expec-
tancies of addicted workers (scores of 
billions of dollars already saved in 
future pension and healthcare expens-
es) and the millions fired for addiction 
and denied jobless benefits and treat-
ment. Trump has yet to even mention 
the actions of the legal pharma-medical 
industry that set this in motion.

Meanwhile, the Democratic Party 
leaders denounce the worker-victims 
of addiction and their communities as 
“irresponsible and racist,” for having 
believed the populist rhetoric of candi-
date Trump. Trump’s most intense 
rural areas of support coincided with 
areas of the worst opioid addiction and 
suicide rates. Trump’s rival, Hillary 
Clinton wrote off scores of millions of 
vulnerable Americans as “deplorables” 
and never once addressed the addic-
tion crisis that grew exponentially dur-
ing her husband’s administration.

Since the implementation of NAFTA 
during the 1990’s, scores of millions of 
American workers have been relegated 
to unstable, low paid jobs, deprived of 
health benefits and subject to grueling 
work, prone to physical and mental 
injuries. Workplace injuries set the 
stage for the prescription narcotic cri-
sis. Even worse, today workers are con-
stantly distracted by electronic gadgets 
at the workplace, with their orders from 
above arriving digitally. These highly 
profitable gadgets have created enor-
mous distractions and contributed to 
workplace death and injuries. The play-
thing of choice for the masses, the 
I-phone, has added to the addiction 
crisis, by increasing the rate of injury. 
This mind-numbing distraction, pro-
duced abroad at incredible profit, has 
played an unexplored role in the 
increase in premature death in the U.S.

 The corporate narcotic elites, like the 
ultra-cultured Sackler clan owners of 
Perdue Pharmaceuticals, and their allies 
in the finance sector, support the diverse 
ideological distractions fashioned by 
their politician pawns: Eager to please 
her donor-owners, Hillary Clinton and 
the Democrats blame the working class 
for their backwardness and genetic pro-
pensity to addiction and degradation. 

Meanwhile, President Trump and the 
Republicans blame “outside” suppliers 
and distributors including Mexican nar-

co-cartels, illegal immigrant traffickers, 
Black urban street dealers and now point 
to overseas Chinese fentanyl labs—as 
though the entire crisis came from the 
outside. Trump’s approach flies in the 
face of the unquestionable source of 
most narcotic addiction in the U.S.: 
Irresponsible prescribing of highly 
addicting legal narcotics.

No other industrialized country is 
experiencing this scale of addiction and 
pre-mature death. No other industrial-
ized country relies on a private, for-
profit, unregulated system of delivering 
medical care to its citizens. Only the U.S.

Both elite political parties avoid the 
basic issue of the long-term, large-scale 
structural imperatives underlying the 
transformation of the U.S. work places. 
They refuse to address the marginaliza-
tion of tens-of-millions of American 
workers and their families, made dis-
posable by corporate economic and 
political decisions.

The U.S. corporate elite are com-
pletely incapable of developing, let 
alone favoring, any policy that address-
es the needs of millions of surplus 
office and factory workers and their 
family members replaced by new tech-
nology and “global” economic policies. 
The American financial and political 
elite is not about to support an eco-

...the addiction crisis is 
not a product of urban 
Afro-American street 

dealers or Mexican nar-
co-traffickers: This 

uniquely American cri-
sis has been created and 

fueled by billionaire-
owned U.S. pharmaceu-

tical corporations, 
which produced, distrib-
uted and wildly profited 

from legal narcotics...
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nomic, political and cultural “GI” bill 
to save the scores of millions shoved to 
the wayside in their rush to obscene 
wealth and power.

The unstated, but clearly imple-
mented, “final solution” is a Social 
Darwinian policy of active and passive 
neglect, the unleashing of profitable 
prescription narcotics into the popula-
tion of vulnerable disposable workers, 
offering them a convenient, painless 
way out—the opioid solution to the 
over-population problem of redun-
dant rural and small town “Helots.” 
The political elite’s willing complicity 
with Big Pharma, the medical profes-
sion, the financial oligarchs and the 
prison-industrial complex has trans-
formed the country in many ways. 
Shortened lives and depopulation of 
rural and small town communities 
translates into lower demand for pub-
lic services, such as schools, healthcare, 
pensions and housing. This is guaran-
teeing a greater concentration of 
national wealth in the hands of a tiny 
elite. The financial press has openly 
celebrated the projected decrease in 
pension liabilities as a result of the 
drop in worker life expectancy.

Genocide by opioids
The ongoing mass genocide by opi-

oids may have started to arouse popu-
lar discontent among working people 
who do not want to continue dying 
young and miserable! Social services 

and child protective services for the 
millions of orphaned or abandoned 
children of this crisis have been 
demanding real policies. Unfortunately, 
the usual platitudes and failed policies 
prevail. Drug education and “opioid 
addiction treatment” programs (cur-
rently among the largest expense in 
some union health plans) are pointless 
Band-Aids when confronted by the 
larger policy decisions fuelling this cri-
sis. Nevertheless, thousands of health-
care professionals are beginning to 
resist corporate pressure to prescribe 
cheap opioids—and fight for more 
expensive, but less dangerous, alterna-
tives for addressing their patients’ pain. 
Even if all medical providers stopped 
over-prescribing narcotics today, there 
are still millions of addicts already cre-
ated by past practice, who seek the 
most deadly street drugs, like fentanyl, 
to feed their addiction.

Politicians now publicly denounce 
“Big Pharma,” while privately winking 
at the lobbyists and accepting millions 
from their “donor-owners.”

Public critics in the corporate media 
are quick to condemn the workers’ 
susceptibility to narcotic addiction but 
not the underlying causative impera-
tives of global capitalism.

Mainstream academics celebrate 
corporate technological advances with 
occasional neo-Malthusian warnings 
about the dangers of millions of redun-
dant workers, while ignoring the prof-
it-driven role of narcotics in reducing 
the social threat of excess workers!

Finally the role of an elite and 
respected profession must be re-evalu-
ated in a historic context: In the 1930’s 
German doctors helped develop an 
ideology of “racial hygiene” and a tech-
nology to demonize and eliminate mil-
lions of human beings deemed redun-
dant and inferior, through overwork in 
slave camps, starvation and active 
genocide—serving the ambitions of 
Nazi expansionism and deriving sig-
nificant profit for select individuals 

and corporations. U.S. physicians and 
the broader medical community have 
less consciously assisted in the ongoing 
“culling of the herd” of American 
laborers and rural residents rendered 
superfluous and undesirable by the 
decisions of a global oligarchy increas-
ingly unwilling to share public wealth 
with its masses. There are similarities.

Once prosperous, industrial cities 
and towns, as well as rural villages, in 
the U.S. have seen marked declines in 
populations and a premature death 
crisis among those who remain.

—Global Research, March 29, 2018

https://www.globalresearch.ca/opi-
oids-and-the-narcotic-fueled-genocide-
of-american-workers/5633940

No doubt what 
President Trump 

has in mind is 
something else: the 
expulsion of Latin 
American workers 
under the pretext 
of going after the 
drug dealers and 

the even more 
massive incarcera-
tion of petty street 

dealers in the 
African American 

community.

Trump’s approach flies 
in the face of the 

unquestionable source 
of most narcotic addic-

tion in the U.S.: 
Irresponsible prescrib-
ing of highly addicting 

legal narcotics.
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Crime of Being a Young Black Male
Twenty-two-year-old Stephon Clark shot 20 times by police while in his own backyard holding a cell phone

By Abby Zimet

March 21, 2018—Police in 
Sacramento killed 22-year-old Stephon 
Clark, nicknamed Zoe, Sunday night as 
he stood in his own backyard behind 
the house he shared with his grandpar-
ents and siblings. Police were respond-
ing to a call about someone breaking 
car windows in the neighborhood 
when they confronted Clark; because 
they “feared for their safety,” two offi-
cers shot him 20 times—ten times 
each—within seconds of shouting for 
him to show his hands and then franti-
cally screaming “Gun! Gun!” After 
they murdered him, they muted the 
audio on their body cameras and talk-
ed for five more minutes before 
approaching Clark and handcuffing 
him as he lay on the ground. They 
offered no medical help. Once rein-
forcements arrived, they questioned 
Clark’s grandmother for several hours 
before telling her that her grandson 
was dead. He left behind two sons, 
three and one-years-old.

Newly released footage from the 
officers’ cameras and an overhead heli-

copter shows a harrowing scene. Police 
later said the two cops believed Clark 
had a gun in his hands. Then 
they said they thought he had a “tool 
bar.” Then, an “object” he “extended 
in front of him.” In fact, Clark had a 
cell phone. His family said the house’s 

doorbell was broken; Clark may have 
been calling to let him in. He was the 
17th person killed by Sacramento 
police since 2016; the deaths are listed 
on the department’s website under the 
tagline, “Making Sacramento the saf-
est big city in California.” 
A GoFundMe page to help Clark’s 
grandmother pay for his funeral cele-
brates a “loving father, grandson, son, 
brother, boyfriend and friend to many” 
who was “UNJUSTLY killed in cold 
blood (for) the crime of being a young 
Black male.” On social media, many 
grieved, raged, and denounced this 
country’s grim disparities by citing one 
name: Nikolas Cruz, who is still alive. 
From one mourner: “You can’t possi-
bly be more tired of hearing this story 
than we are of telling it.”

—Common Dreams, March 21, 2018

https://www.commondreams.org/
further/2018/03/21/died-crime-being-
young-black-male-yet-again
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While the media’s fascination with 
the movement for Black lives may have 
largely faded, for the moment, commu-
nities around the country continue to 
mobilize in the face of racist policing. 
According to The Washington Post 226 
people have been killed by police so far in 
2018. In spite of the media’s wandering 
attention, organizers fighting for the lives 
and rights of Black people and other vic-
tims of state violence have remained 
active across the country, waging battles 
at the local and national level.

One of those battles, a grassroots 
effort which has nudged its way into 
national coverage, is the #NoCopAcademy 
campaign in Chicago. Spearheaded by 
Black youth, the effort to prevent the 
construction of a new $95 million police 
training facility, proposed by Chicago 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel, has won the 
attention of supporters around the coun-
try. It has led to multiple out-of-state 
protests, as students have disrupted 
Emanuel’s speeches at their universities, 
in solidarity with the campaign. One of 
the effort’s young organizers is Benji 
Hart, a queer Black author, artist and 
educator who has helped fuel the cam-
paign’s confrontational style. As a writer, 
Hart’s essays on neoliberalism, prison 
abolition, and policing offer a reflection 
of the grassroots politics that drive some 
of Chicago’s fiercest organizing against 
state violence. Hart recently spoke with 
Truthout about the #NoCopAcademy 
campaign, Rahm Emanuel and the 
importance of resisting harmful invest-
ments in the police state while communi-
ties are deprived of essential resources.

Kelly Hayes: For those who don’t 
know, what can you tell us about the 
#NoCopAcademy campaign?

Benji Hart: #NoCopAcademy is a 
broad coalition of community organi-
zations working together to fight the 
construction of a $95 million police 

academy in the West Side neighbor-
hood of Garfield Park, and demanding 
that those funds that the mayor and the 
city government want to put toward the 
construction of that building go toward 
the resources that have already been 
cut—like public schools and free men-
tal health clinics—as well as other 
resources that actually prevent violence, 
which we know the police do not.

Kelly Hayes: Chicago’s violence is 
highly sensationalized in the media, 
which probably has some people ask-
ing, “Why isn’t this a good invest-
ment?” What would you say to people 
who think investing in police will make 
Chicago’s streets safer?

Benji Hart: I think one of the ques-
tions that this campaign is raising is 
about causation. Is the level of violence 
in our city actually tied to how much 
we spend on policing and how much 
we don’t spend on social services? We 
have one of the most well-funded per 
capita police departments already. The 
city spends 40 percent of its annual 
budget on the police department, which 
is $1.5 billion a year; $4 million a day. 
The city spends these exorbitant 
amounts of money on law enforcement 
already. Studies have shown, quite con-
clusively, that providing resources pre-
vents violence—not policing.

I think the fundamental question 
that the campaign is begging the city to 
ask is: Does police spending reduce 
harm, or cause greater harm? Are we 
willing to address violence by investing 
in things like mental health, education, 
jobs, housing...things that can actually 
cut back on the trauma, poverty and 
pain that often lead to violence in our 
communities?

Kelly Hayes: I know community 
inquiry, about how Chicagoans would 
like to see $95 million spent, has been 
part of the campaign. What sort of things 

are you hearing as you move through the 
community, asking these questions?

Benji Hart: Schools are the big one, 
especially for folks in the Garfield Park 
neighborhood, where six schools were 
closed in that 2013 sweep. In the larger 
ward, I believe it’s as many as 12 
schools that were closed in that area of 
the West Side, but Garfield Park spe-
cifically lost six. So, residents of 
Garfield Park are really upset about the 
idea of a police academy being built 
there when people in the neighbor-
hood already have a really bad relation-
ship with the police department. People 
are resentful and afraid of police vio-
lence, and don’t want to see that 
increase. But they are also upset 
because there’s been a clear disinvest-
ment in the young people in that 
neighborhood. So schools, I would say, 
is the number one answer we hear 
from people when we are out in the 
community talking, but community 
gardens, after school programs, job 
training programs for teens, childcare, 
and certainly mental health and health-
care are also really big...and are things 
that we all believe would drastically, 
dramatically curb violence in our com-
munities, which we believe the police 
would do the opposite of.

Kelly Hayes: Something that strikes 
me about what you’ve said is the piece 
about how this does not actually make 
the city safer, that we’re not actually 
curbing violence in any way by spend-
ing more and more money on police. 
Can you say more about that?

Benji Hart: The language of “public 
safety” is a political ruse. We already 
are very clear in our city on where 
resources do and don’t go, and where 
violence is and is not being experi-
enced. So, when city government says, 
well, this is about curbing violence, I 
believe they actually know better. This 

Police Do Not Prevent Violence—Resources Do!
Kelly Hayes Interviews Benji Hart
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is about...pushing out and allowing 
violence to continue against popula-
tions the city doesn’t value.

Kelly Hayes: Some people may find 
it shocking that we’ve come, in such a 
short period of time, from the murder 
of Laquan McDonald, and “16 shots 
and a cover up,” to a $95 million 
investment in the same police force. 
And yet here we are, poised to make an 
astronomical investment in Chicago 
police. How does that fit into your 
analysis?

Benji Hart: It’s really just the steady 
plot of anti-Black violence carried for-
ward by the city. Chicago has never 
been accountable. And one of the most 
frustrating points of this campaign is 
the city government hiding behind the 
Department of Justice (DOJ) report [the 
final report of a federal investigation 
which found “that the Chicago Police 
Department (CPD) engages in a pattern 
or practice of using force, including 
deadly force,”] which cites a need for 
new facilities. But the idea that a mas-
sive new facility will stop more violence 
in Chicago, and police violence more 
specifically, is a heinous suggestion. I 
don’t think anyone actually believes the 
city will train away CPD’s racism.

Kelly Hayes: How should the city 
respond to the Department of Justice 
report?

Benji Hart: The DOJ report is a 
double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, it outlines in detail that racist 
practices are an ingrained part of the 
department, from top to bottom, and 
have been for decades, which is 
important to acknowledge. At the 
same time, the Department of Justice 
is very much a part of the exact same 
system. And when we’re talking about 
police violence and about state-sanc-
tioned violence and about the cover-
ups of violence against Black and 
Brown communities, not just in the 
U.S. but across the globe, the DOJ is 
really a part of that structure. And so, 
on the one hand, it’s a big deal for 

another racist organization to acknowl-
edge the deep-seated racism of the 
Chicago Police Department. At the 
same time, the goal of that report is not 
abolition, which is what the goal of this 
campaign is—to actually divest from 
the criminal justice system at large, 
back into community resources. So, I 
think relying on the DOJ report is 
something that has to be done strategi-
cally. Because there’s important docu-
mentation there that supports a lot of 
the arguments that activists are mak-
ing...at the same time that report was 
not actually made for, and is not an 
actual tool, for supporting Black com-
munities or oppressed communities in 
general. So, relying on it as though it is, 
I think, will lead us to some false con-
clusions...as it already has with the city 
government using this report...to build 
this cop academy.

At the national level, we’re seeing a lot 
of backlash and have seen a lot of back-
lash against the Black Lives Matter move-
ment. Donald Trump has positioned 
himself in direct opposition to what little 
ground Obama was willing to yield—
saying that maybe we should demilitarize 
the police a little. Trump has taken the 
position that police should be more bru-

tal and should not be punished for it. 
And the DOJ under Trump is, of course, 
making it clear that police will not be 
held federally accountable for the abuse. 
Rahm Emanuel has positioned himself as 
sort of an anti-Trump, like a nemesis, 
and is perhaps using that to rebuild his 
image a little bit, after it being horribly 
tarnished by a failed cover-up. As we 
know, Rahm has also been under fire 
locally for that being something of a ruse. 
He likes to tout the city’s sanctuary sta-
tus, when grassroots organizers in the 
city, such as BYP100 and Organized 
Communities Against Deportation have 
repeatedly called on the city to enact 
policies that would actually protect 
undocumented people rather than a 
name-only policy. Here we see another 
area where Rahm actually seems to be 
practicing Trump’s values while pretend-
ing to be his enemy.

Kelly Hayes: What has surprised 
you so far, in your organizing for this 
campaign?

Benji Hart: I think what’s been fas-
cinating about this campaign is that it’s 
actually been very widely supported. 
People seem to inherently understand 
that this is a mismanagement of city 
funds...why would you spend all this 
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money on a police academy when you 
have just cut all these funds from 
schools, from healthcare, and said that 
the city is broke, and said the city 
doesn’t have those resources? Folks 
have just been getting it, just generally 
intuiting that that’s wrong. And I think 
that shows a big shift in a positive 
direction. I think a very short amount 
of time ago, it would have been hard 
for people to say we don’t want money 
going to police or that we want money 
taken from law enforcement and put 
into social services. A short while ago 
that may have sounded extreme to 
people, or even dangerous to people, 
whereas in my experience, the message 
of this campaign has been very widely 
embraced on a grassroots and commu-
nity level. So, I think that shows a shift 
in consciousness in our communities. 
We are not just challenging conserva-
tive values. We are challenging liberal, 
Democratic Party values as well. And I 
think this campaign has a very simple 
message that leads us to ask a lot of big-
ger and more difficult questions about 
our values and about the fights that 
we’re fighting on a national and even 
global level. And who has our back in 
those fights and who doesn’t.

My sister lives in New York and I’ve 
been talking to her a lot about this 
campaign, and about the mayor’s role. 
And when I told her that the mayor 
was a Democrat, she freaked out. She 
was like, “Wait, this is a Democrat 
who’s been doing all these things?” I 
think that this false dichotomy of 
Democrat and Republican, liberal and 
conservative, is really blown apart in 
moments like this when you see liber-
als and Democrats, wealthy, middle-
class white people in the city of Chicago 
who are totally willing to rip resources 
away from Black communities and put 
them into structures that are well-doc-
umented to be violent and racist 
toward Black communities. And it begs 
the question, if we want to divest from 
militarization, if we want to divest 
from policing, and if we want to build 
up social services, then what structures 
and what organizations are in place 
that actually help us do that? And the 
Democratic Party fundamentally is not 
one of those organizations. And I think 
it forces us out of that narrative which 
is really dominant right now, given 
some of the really blatantly racist, 
Islamophobic, anti-immigrant things 
that are coming from the Republican 

Party. It tears that narrative away from 
Democrats who want to position them-
selves as opposed to that.

When we ask, well, what are 
Democrats doing to fight deportation? 
What are Democrats doing to fight mili-
tarization? What are Democrats doing to 
build up social services and support sys-
tems in poor communities, Black and 
Brown communities and on and on? 
When we ask those questions, the 
Democrats like Emanuel are no different 
from the Republicans. So, I think this 
campaign is touching a nerve in terms of 
what are the actual questions we need to 
be asking. What are the actual demands 
we need to be making? And what are the 
power structures? Once we have clarified 
those things, we need to be resisting and 
putting pressure on.

Some great examples of folks begin-
ning to ask these questions on their 
own are the numerous interruptions 
that mayor Emanuel has faced at col-
leges and universities around the coun-
try, as he attempts this strange gentrifi-
cation tour—encouraging young 
(mostly white) college graduates to 
make Chicago their new home. Youth 
from Gwendolyn Brooks College 
Preparatory Academy just won the 
Louder Than a Bomb poetry slam last 
week with a piece protesting the acad-
emy and tracing the police system’s 
roots back to slavery. Folks across the 
city and country are finding creative 
ways to support the campaign, and 
anyone interested in joining them can 
always follow the hashtag or 
visit nocopacademy.com.

Kelly Hayes: Do you think that a cam-
paign like this one can interrupt the nar-
rative of Rahm Emanuel being held up as 
a liberal savior or a Trumpian nemesis?

Benji Hart: I absolutely do. And I 
am bewildered that that narrative holds 
up. I don’t think people should believe 
that for a second. So, yes. My short 
answer is, yes. Fundamentally. The 
school closings in 2013 are something I 
always return to, because I was a stu-
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dent teacher at the time and I worked 
in a school that was closed. It was a 
racially traumatic moment. I was like, 
this city really doesn’t care about Black 
people. The city really does not care 
about Black youth, Black young peo-
ple. And it’s so important to look at 
policies like that that are so fundamen-
tally racist and who is perpetrating 
them, and who is pushing them for-
ward. And then, of course, who is sup-
porting them.

Kelly Hayes: Lastly, I just wanted to 
ask, since you were talking about how 
we should be envisioning these things. 
Do you have any words of support or 
advice for other young grassroots orga-
nizers, in this political environment, 
where we have looming threats from 
the Trump administration, and also 
enemies who are being lionized because 
they claim to oppose Trump? What 
would you say to other folks in your 
position right now, nationally?

Benji Hart: On the concrete level, 
make noise. Disrupt. Get in the way of 
these projects and do everything you 
can. Use every skill and resource you 
have to get in their way and stop them 
from happening. Think about being 
disruptive. Think about being obnox-
ious. Think about being a threat to 
these projects being built and not just 
someone who stands on the side and 
begs that the construction stop or 
begs that the funds be reallocated. 
They don’t care about what we say 
and they don’t care about our lives. 
We make the mistake of believing that 
they do when we ask for their help, 
and we make the mistake of believing 
that they do when we believe that 
making a sound argument will change 
the direction that we are quickly mov-
ing in. So, don’t ask, demand. Don’t 
stand on the sidelines with slogans 
and signs, but get in the way and 
interrupt and speak out and take risks. 
And think about what it actually takes 
to stop something from happening, 
whether it’s using your body or orga-
nizing your community. Think about 

what it takes to disrupt and not to just 
call out.

On a more political or more theo-
retical level: Stop supporting govern-
ments that we know do us harm. Stop 
believing you can work with police or 
work with ICE or with law enforce-
ment of any kind to protect our com-

munities. We need to talk about how 
we are actively pulling away from and 
disinvesting from those structures both 

monetarily and structurally, and how 
we’re actually, in our individual rela-
tionships and on a structural level, 
reinvesting in us and reinvesting in our 
communities. Don’t trust people who 
have already showed you that they 
don’t care about you.

This interview has been edited for 
length and clarity.

Kelly Hayes is Truthout’s social 
media strategist, as well as a contribut-
ing writer. She is also a direct action 
trainer and a cofounder of The Chicago 
Light Brigade and the direct action col-
lective Lifted Voices. Kelly’s contribution 
to Truthout’s anthology Who Do You 
Serve, Who Do You Protect? stems 
from her work as an organizer and her 
ongoing analysis of movements in the 
United States.

—Truthout, March 22, 2018

http://www.truth-out.org/opinion/
item/43909-resources-prevent-violence-
policing-doesn-t

Stop supporting govern-
ments that we know do 
us harm. Stop believing 

you can work with 
police or work with ICE 
or with law enforcement 

of any kind to protect 
our communities.
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Nakiya Wakes, who lives in Flint, 
refuses to pay for the water supply that 
made her family sick. “I refuse to pay 
for poison,” she told me. Because she 
owes $1,983.59 to the city of Flint in 
unpaid water bills, the city cut off her 
water supply last month. She turns the 
taps, and they run empty. 

Nakiya showed me the boxes of 
bottled water stacked up on her porch 
outside. The state has shut a number of 
free bottled water pick up sites in 
Flint—or PODs as they’re known here 
locally. It is feared the remaining four 
will soon face the axe. That means 
more residents are forced to buy the 
bottled water they need. 

Nakiya and her son begin to pour 
bottle after bottle of Nestle water into 
the cistern of their toilet. “It takes two 
cases of bottled water for just one 
flush,” Nakiya tells me. “And so we can 
wash, I pour bottled water into a pan 
and heat it up in the microwave.” 
Those costs add to Nakiya’s $180 a 
month bill for power and light. And 
the trash in Nakiya’s bathroom is over-
flowing with crushed plastic bottles.

Nakiya, who holds down a low paid 
part-time job and lives paycheck to pay-
check, stopped making any further pay-
ments on her outstanding water bill over 
a year ago. She and her family underwent 
tests, which revealed an alarming rise in 
the level of lead in their blood. Her son 
has learning difficulties. Her daughter 
has suffered a seizure. Nakiya blames 
drinking Flint’s poisoned water—as she 
does for the loss of her unborn twins. 

Months after I first started reporting 
on Nakiya for a documentary film, her 
story was highlighted by Hillary 
Clinton in a 2016 election campaign 
video. But the national news cameras 
have long since gone. And instead of 
the “fix” for Flint promised by visiting 
politicians, Nakiya and her fellow resi-
dents now face the final indignity. 

“It’s like we’re living in a real life 
horror movie that never ends,” says 
mother of four and Flint activist 
Melissa Mays, who has also received a 
water shut-off notice.

“Up to 90 homes-a-day are being 
shut off. And it’s still winter. We’re 
going through a deadly flu outbreak. 

People are unable to clean or bathe and 
so people are passing around the sick-
ness. I get it that the city needs money—
but the state should be paying. They 
did this.” Despite repeated requests, 
the City of Flint has been unable to 
confirm the exact number of homes 
where the water has been shut off.

It was after investigating water shut-
offs in nearby Detroit—which were 
deemed an affront to human rights by 
the United Nations—that I first began 
following Melissa and other Flint resi-
dents in August 2015. Back then, the city 
had been branded an economic basket 
case by Michigan governor Rick Snyder 
and placed under “emergency manage-
ment.” And in order to save money, the 
disastrous decision was taken to switch 
the city’s water supply from Lake Huron, 
to the local Flint River.

Melissa’s work that I filmed back 
then [and that of fellow resident Leanne 
Walters] was crucial in rallying Flint 
residents to conduct a citywide lead 
tests with the help of professor Marc 
Edwards at Virginia Tech university. 
The shocking results forced a U-turn by 
the state to return the Flint’s water to 
the Great Lakes. However, today, scien-
tists are unable to agree on whether the 
city’s water is safe. And the residents 
don’t know whom to trust. Many refuse 
to use the water for anything other than 
flushing the toilet. 

But now for Nakiya’s family and 
hundreds of others like them, even that 
is no longer an option.

Anthony Baxter’s feature documen-
tary on the Flint water crisis is currently 
in post-production and will be released 
worldwide later this year.

—The Guardian, April 4, 2018

https://www.theguardian.com/com-
mentisfree/2018/apr/04/flint-residents-
punished-poisoned-water

Not Paying for Poison
Flint residents are being punished for not paying for poisoned water

By Anthony Baxter
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Maryland Teacher Speaks Out
Pat Elder, who teaches GED classes at Great Mills High, says to end gun violence America must tackle the 

militarization of schools and broader society
Jaisal Noor Interviews Pat Elder

Jaisal Noor: Just days before the 
March for Our Lives in Washington 
D.C., which is led by the survivors of 
the Parkland shooting in Florida, there 
has been another school shooting, this 
time in southern Maryland. Authorities 
are saying at least two students are 
injured after a student opened fire 
shortly after classes began at 8:00 A.M. 

We are here with Pat Elder, who is 
actually a teacher at Great Mills High 
School, which was shot up this morn-
ing. He was there last night. He teaches 
GED classes, and he’s also a longtime 
opponent of the militarization of pub-
lic schools around the country. 

Pat, we know that details are still 
emerging about this. It happened just 
two and a half hours ago. But tell us 
what you know right now, and what 
your thoughts are right now. 

Pat Elder: Well, my thoughts and 
prayers go out to those that have been 
injured. I know a lot of folks at this 
high school where I teach, and my son 
attended. So when it hits close to home 
like this it’s a different deal. Certainly 
I’ve been railing against the militariza-
tion of schools and particularly the 
JROTC program for 20 years. And so I 
don’t really know at this juncture if 
there is a link, a direct link between the 
shooter and the JROTC program and 
militarism in general. But I’m deeply 
upset. I have to say that more than 100 
times I’ve thought about what it might 
be like if, you know, a shooter opened 
fire at Great Mills High School. So I’m 
deeply upset. 

Jaisal Noor: There been students 
marching, more than a million march-
ing around the country, and they’re 
calling for basic gun reform. They’ve 
called out the NRA for opposing this, 
they’ve called out politicians, from the 

mayor in Baltimore to Donald Trump, 
for not doing more to address gun vio-
lence on a local level or national level. 

You know, we don’t know all the 
details about this shooting yet, but in 
general, speaking more broadly, can 
these types of incidents be prevented if 
there’s more restrictions on guns? 

Pat Elder: Well, obviously that’s the 
direction we have to head in. But I 
think that the gun culture is so 
entrenched in a rural area like southern 
Maryland it’s going to take a genera-
tion to undo. I’m all about connecting 
the dots between militarism and gun 
violence. And I’ve been upset thus far 
to see that the people organizing the 
march coming up on Saturday really 
have not brought militarism into the 
discussion. I believe deeply that milita-
rism is a root cause of gun violence in 

America and we need to take a look at 
it, and understand that Nick Cruz, for 
instance, was actually trained by the 
army. The army put a lethal weapon 
into his hands when he was 14-years-
old, and of course he went on to 
become the Parkland shooter. 

Jaisal Noor: You talked about mili-
tarism in our culture. And it’s so per-
vasive that it’s hard to even identify all 
its tentacles in our society. 

But a lot of people don’t know that 
the No Child Left Behind Act, which 
was passed by George W. Bush, mili-
tary recruiters got the contact informa-
tion for every public school student in 
the country unless they opted out. And 
this became a great boon for military 
recruiters nationwide. Can you talk a 
little bit about that history, and how 
common it is to have military recruit-
ers either on school campuses or just 
stationed right outside? 

Pat Elder: Well, there are two com-
ponents to that legislation. The No 
Child Left Behind Act, which is now 
ESSA, the Every Student Succeeds Act, 
basically it says that if a military recruit-
er requests the contact information, 
that is, name address and phone num-
ber, of children in a particular high 
school, the high school must comply 
with that request. 

However, the school was supposed 
to let parents know that they have the 
right to opt out, and that’s what is not 
taking place across the country. When 
the legislation was enacted they didn’t 
really explain how the heck schools 
were supposed to go about telling par-
ents that they had the right to opt out. 
And so a lot of schools simply aren’t 
doing anything at all. In the state of 
Maryland we passed legislation, and 
we’re the only state to pass legislation, 

I believe deeply that  
militarism is a root 

cause of gun violence in 
America and we need to 
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that requires the placement of the opt 
out language. That is, do you want 
your child’s information going to mili-
tary recruiters, yes or no. That’s on the 
emergency contact form, which is the 
only form annually a parent must fill 
out. That’s one component of the No 
Child Left Behind Act. 

The other one has to do with access, 
the access that military recruiters are 
granted to the schools. The legislation 
today, the federal legislation, says mili-

tary recruiters are supposed to have the 
same access as college recruiters. But 
we know across the country that’s not 
the case. Military recruiters oftentimes 
eat lunch in the cafeteria with kids, the 
same cafeterias they take apart at night 
and set up as firing ranges. And so the 
college recruiters are usually required 
to simply meet with three or four kids 
in the counselor’s office. 

So military recruiters have much, 
much greater access to children. They 
show on the parking lot in a lot of 
places, they have free rein in the school. 
And this is something the American 
public needs to be aware of and needs 
to understand. These guys are psycho-
logical predators. 

Jaisal Noor: Details are coming out, 
and I’m looking at this report from 
NBC, and it said that the school 
resource officer was alerted to the 
shooter, and he quickly confronted the 
gunman and he fired at least one round 
at the shooter, and the shooter 
exchanged some shots with the officer. 
As these details continue to emerge, 
and will emerge throughout the day, 
what are your final thoughts on this 

shooting that’s touched your commu-
nity, and you as a teacher at this school. 

Pat Elder: I’m upset. I’ve been 
working for 20 years to try to get peo-
ple to understand that we have a vio-
lent culture, and that any time you put 
guns into the hands of children, wheth-
er those guns are play guns, or guns 
that are used in the U.S. Army video 
games—and their greatest technique in 
recruiting in America is the America’s 
Army video game—are part of that 
violent culture. 

And so they have millions of chil-
dren that are able to do a free down-
load. And it’s a first person shooter 
game and they get to shoot up people. 
And the Army pays for it. And so the 
Army doesn’t really care whether the 
children’s fingers, you know, are fixed 
on virtual or real guns. And so they just 
want to wrap as many young fingers 
around as many guns as possible. It’s 
an insidious practice, and it filters out 
throughout the rest of the country, and 
it’s a shame that the march that’s com-
ing up on Saturday isn’t willing to con-
nect those dots. 

Jaisal Noor: All right. Pat Elder, 
thank you so much for joining us. And 
our thoughts certainly go out with you 
and the community at Great Mills 
High School. 

Pat Elder: Hey, I’m small change in 
it. My heart goes out to the families 
and those that were hurt today.

—The Real News, March 20, 2018

h t t p : / / t h e r e a l n e w s . c o m / t 2 /
story:21410:After-a-Shooting-at-His-
School%2C-a-Maryland-Teacher-
Speaks-Out
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Textbook Racism
How scholars sustained white supremacy

By Donald Yacovone

There it sat on a library cart with 50 
other elementary, grammar, and high-
school history textbooks, its bright red 
spine reaching out through time and 
space. As I opened the book’s crisp 
white pages, it all came back. My loud 
gasp startled those near me at the spe-
cial collections department of Harvard 
University’s Monroe C. Gutman 
Library. Exploring the New World—
published repeatedly between 1953 
and 1965—had been assigned in my 
fifth-grade social-studies class in 
Saratoga, California.

As part of a broader study of the 
legacy of the antislavery movement 
and the rise of the modern civil-rights 
era, I wanted to assess how abolition-
ism had been presented in textbooks. I 
imagined a quick look. Instead, I found 
myself immersed in Harvard’s collec-
tion of nearly 3,000 U.S. history text-
books, dating from about 1800 to the 
1980s. Without intending, I had 
become engaged in a study of how abo-
litionism, race, slavery, and the Civil 
War and Reconstruction have been 
taught for generations.

After reviewing my first 50 or so 
textbooks, one morning I realized pre-
cisely what I was seeing, what instruc-
tion, and what priorities were leaping 
from the pages into the brains of the 
students compelled to read them: white 
supremacy. One text even began with 
the capitalized title: The White Man’s 
History. Across time and with precious 
few exceptions, African-Americans 
appeared only as “ignorant negroes,” 
as slaves, and as anonymous abstrac-
tions that only posed “problems” for 
the supposed real subjects of history: 
white people of European descent.

The assumptions of white priority, 
white domination, and white impor-
tance underlie every chapter and every 

theme of the thousands of textbooks 
that blanketed the country. This is the 
vast tectonic plate that underlies 
American culture. And while the worst 
features of our textbook legacy may 
have ended, the themes, facts, and atti-
tudes of supremacist ideologies are 
deeply embedded in what we teach and 
how we teach it.

Scholars often bemoan their lack of 
influence: embarrassing book sales fig-
ures and the like. Yet my review of 
American textbooks revealed that his-
torians of the 20th century exerted an 
enormous impact on the way 
Americans have come to understand 
their history. The results are painfully 
evident. Their work either filtered 
down into schools, as interpreted by 
educators, administrators, and popular 
authors, or appeared directly: Ph.D.-
trained scholars wrote many of the 
textbooks I read. To appreciate why 
white supremacy remains such an inte-
gral part of American society, we need 
to appreciate how much it suffused our 
teaching from the outset.

Noah Webster’s History of the 
United States (1832) is distressingly 
typical of most U.S. history textbooks 
published before the Civil War. 
Webster, of dictionary fame, once told 
the Black minister and abolitionist 
leader Amos G. Beman that “wooly 
haired Africans” have “no history, and 
there can be none.” Webster dismissed 
Africans as nonentities and elevated 
puritans, especially Connecticut puri-

tans, to the level of founding fathers. 
His book made only passing mention 
of colonies (later states) below Mason-
Dixon and completely ignored slavery. 
History, for Webster, was the record of 
his puritan forbearers, and no others. 
The standard of whiteness-in-history 
had been set.

Until 1860, no American history 
textbook ever mentioned the name of 
an abolitionist or even the existence of 
an antislavery movement. If slavery was 
mentioned at all, the discussion focused 
on Congress and on political leaders 
like Henry Clay. History took place in 
European exploration, colonization, 
revolution, Constitution-forming, 
party politics, and presidential admin-
istrations—and nowhere else.

The Connecticut-born Samuel 
Griswold Goodrich, who sometime 
wrote as “Peter Parley,” may have been 
the most successful textbook author and 
writer of the mid-19th century. He 
claimed to have published 170 volumes, 
selling seven-million copies. He also 
boasted that his Pictorial History of the 
United States, originally published in 
1843 and still in print after the Civil War, 
sold 500,000 copies. His 1866 edition 
simply tacked on a new chapter about 
the war, but his textbook neglected to 
discuss the fall of slavery. The message to 
students: Black lives do not matter.

There are exceptions, of course. 
From the 1870s and to the early 1900s 
some textbooks, such as ones by the 
abolitionist and colonel of the First 
South Carolina Volunteers, Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson; by the 
Canadian-born author, newspaper edi-
tor, and librarian, Josephus Nelson 
Larned; by the great Civil War reporter 
Charles Carleton Coffin; or especially 
by the Harvard University historian 
Albert Bushnell Hart, treat the aboli-

This is the vast tectonic 
plate that underlies 
American culture.
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tionist movement sympathetically. 
They see it as an agent of democracy 
and its membership as unpopular 
Cassandra’s, men and women who 
stood up to slavery and created the 
constituencies that Lincoln and his fel-
low Republican politicians used to 
resist the South. Given the era and 
available resources, these authors pre-
sented history fully and inclusively, 
even giving space to Frederick 
Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and 
Sojourner Truth.

The hundreds upon hundreds of 
other textbooks, however, some pro-
viding sympathetic views of the aboli-
tionists and even treating John Brown 
dispassionately, categorically reveal the 
authors’ real themes and prejudices 
when dealing with the history of 
Reconstruction. The worst chapter in 
almost every textbook published before 
the 1960s, these books repeated relent-
lessly and emphatically the phrase 
“ignorant negro.” Indeed, descriptions 
of the Reconstruction era in history 
textbooks published from about 1900 
to the mid-1960s provide a stunning 
immersion in white arrogance, Black 
incapacity, and nostalgia for the sweet 
days of slavery and Southern white 
racial domination.

Arthur C. Perry and Gertrude A. 
Price’s two-volume American 
History (1914), a grammar-school text, 
helped explain the life of slaves by 
employing an image of gleeful 
“negroes” at their cabin’s door after a 
day’s work, enjoying getting “together 
for a rollicking time.” But for genera-
tions of students, the textbooks of the 
Columbia University historian David 
Saville Muzzey shaped their under-
standing of the central crisis of 
American history. With over 50 publi-
cations, his influence became perva-
sive, especially through his History of 
the American People, a heavily illus-
trated tome of 700 pages for high-
school students, used relentlessly 
between 1927 and 1938, and for many 
decades after under various other titles.

For Muzzey, “the mutual provoca-
tion of the abolitionists and the ardent 
defenders of the slavery system” caused 
the Civil War, and the North bore 
prime responsibility for causing the 
South to secede through its relentless 
hostility to slavery. More to the point, 
Muzzey explained that Reconstruction 
proved an unmitigated disaster, setting 
the untutored former slaves against 
“the only people who could really help 
them…their old masters.” Instead, 

Northern radicals manufactured an 
“orgy of extravagance, fraud, and dis-
gusting incompetence,” placing upon 
the South the “unbearable burden of 
negro rule.” This “crime of 
Reconstruction,” he wrote, would be 
the root cause of sectional bitterness 
that would endure “to the present day.”

Building on decades of scholarship 
scorning the Reconstruction era, a text 
by Gertrude Van Duyn Southworth 
and John Van Duyn Southworth, The 
Story of Our America, and adopted by 
the state of Indiana for the seventh and 
eighth grades, used an image of white-
robed, galloping Klansmen (with simi-
larly robed horses) borrowed from the 
1915 film The Birth of a Nation, to 
illustrate how the Klan and similar 
groups defeated corrupt carpetbag and 
scalawag governments and their Negro 
tools to restore respectable whites to 
their justly dominant position. And 
this text was published in 1951. While 
ending slavery was usually rendered in 
these textbooks as a glorious accom-
plishment, it all came to naught when 
intolerant and aggressive Radical 
Republicans seized control in a coup 
and forced Black enfranchisement 
upon a prostrate South. Almost with-
out exception the vast army of text-
books published before the 1960s 
instilled in generations of young 
American students a version of history 
no different than that found in Thomas 
Dixon Jr.’s pro-Klan The Leopard’s 
Spots (1902) and The Clansman (1905), 
and usually not as well written.

Authors more familiar to current 
scholars and historians, such as Marcus 
Jernegan, Merle Curti, Ralph Henry 
Gabriel, Ralph Volney Harlow, and 
John D. Hicks, leading historians of 
their time, also crafted textbooks for 
junior high and high schools. Between 
1931 and 1943, the Yale intellectual 
historian Ralph Henry Gabriel, along 
with Mabel B. Casner, a Connecticut 
high-school teacher, explained to stu-
dents that the central problem of 
Reconstruction was that the former 
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slaves “found that freedom could be a 
greater curse than slavery.” In Southern 
states under Republican rule, the 
“Negroes were ignorant, and most of 
the carpetbaggers were rascals.” 
Fortunately, however, white men orga-
nized secret societies to “fight the evils 
that surrounded them,” especially 
theft, which was “very common among 
those who had recently been slaves” 
and restored white power.

The University of Chicago’s Marcus 
Jernegan’s The Growth of the American 
People (1934), relied on the toxic schol-
arship of Claude Bowers, George Fort 
Milton, and even Thomas Dixon Jr. 
Jernegan described the Freedmen’s 
Bureau as an organ for “race hatred,” 
but the Ku Klux Klan appeared as the 
bulwark against carpetbag corruption. 
According to Jernegan, the Klan did 
little more than play on the “supersti-
tious fears of the negroes” and scared 
them at night by dressing in white 
sheets and shouting “Beware! The 
Great Cyclops is angry!” and thus dis-
couraged Blacks from voting. 
Accusations of real Klan violence, he 
asserted, were largely fabricated.

The University of California at 
Berkeley’s John D. Hicks, best known 
for his study of the Populist Movement, 
described slavery in his advanced text-
book, A Short History of American 
Democracy (1943) as “By and large…a 
distinct advance over the lot that would 
have befallen him [the slave] had he 
remained in Africa.” Besides, Hicks 
suggests, where else could a people so 
untutored enjoy picnics, barbecues, 
singing, and dancing? The slaves’ 
“devotions [religion] were extremely 
picturesque, and their moral standards 
sufficiently latitudinarian to meet the 
needs of a really primitive people. 
Heaven to the Negro was a place of rest 
from all labor, the fitting reward of a 
servant who obeyed his master and 
loved the Lord.…[C]ohabitation with-
out marriage was regarded as perfectly 
normal, and a certain amount of pro-

miscuity was taken for granted. Slave 
women rarely resisted the advances of 
white men, as their numerous mulatto 
progeny abundantly attested.” 
Berkeley’s history depart-
ment recalls Hicks’s enormous influ-
ence, classes with over 500 students, 
and the impossibility of estimating 
“the number of students whose knowl-
edge of American history has been 
built on the Hicks histories, but it is 
certainly an immense number.”

That such rabid fiction could pass for 
history in 1943, or at any other time, still 
leaves me reeling. But such textbook 
“history” continued, largely ignoring the 
work of prodigious African American 
scholars like John Wesley Cromwell, 
George Washington Williams, Carter G. 
Woodson, and W.E.B. Du Bois, until the 
1960s when new generations of Black 
and white scholars transformed our 
understanding of the American past, 
and the place of race in it.

And what of Exploring the New 
World, my fifth-grade textbook? Its 
painfully simplistic story never men-
tioned any abolitionists or even an 
antislavery movement. Slaves, on the 
other hand, proved necessary to pick 
cotton—“Who else would do the 
work?” the authors asked. Yet, people 
of the North did not believe that men 
and women “should be bought and 
sold.” In the end, the book took a rec-
onciliationist approach to slavery and 
the Civil War, asserting that everyone 
was brave, everyone fought for princi-
ple, and Robert E. Lee represented all 
that is noble and heroic in American 
society. “His name is now loved and 
respected in both North and South. 
We know that he was not only a gallant 
Southern hero but a great American.”

While I never forgot the book, its les-
sons, fortunately, made few lasting 
impressions upon me. Given the nation-
al outburst of race hate that has erupted, 
however, I have to wonder exactly what 
we are now teaching our children.

According to a recent report by the 
Southern Poverty Law Center, 
“Teaching Hard History,” as a nation 
we have failed miserably in our respon-
sibility to accurately and honestly teach 
about slavery. Only eight percent of 
high-school students surveyed by the 
SPLC could identify slavery as the cen-
tral cause of the Civil War. Few teach-
ers and even fewer textbooks connect 
the nation’s slave past to the history of 
race relations, and nearly every single 
teacher and textbook surveyed avoided 
the subject of white supremacy as avid-
ly as the school textbooks of the 19th 
and 20th centuries.

It would appear that despite the 
monumental outburst of scholarship 
produced since the mid-1960s, the way 
we teach history remains as lifeless as 
John Brown’s body. But as Hasan 
Kwame Jeffries, an associate professor 
of history at the Ohio State University, 
observed in the introduction to 
“Teaching Hard History:” “Slavery 
isn’t in the past. It’s in the headlines.”

History is far from a dead thing. 
“We carry it within us,” James Baldwin 
memorably remarked. We “are uncon-
sciously controlled by it in many ways, 
and history is literally present in all 
that we do. It could scarcely be other-
wise, since it is to history that we owe 
our frame of reference, our identities, 
and our aspirations.”

Donald Yacovone is an associate at 
the Hutchins Center for African and 
African American Research at Harvard 
University.

—The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
April 8, 2018

https://www.chronicle.com/article/
How-Scholars-Sustained-White/243053

“Slavery isn’t in the past. 
It’s in the headlines.”
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April 6, 2018—Teachers are going 
on strike all over the country and as 
each statewide strike happens, there’s 
news of teachers in another state orga-
nizing their own.

Whether teachers prefer to call them 
walkouts, work stoppages, or strikes, all 
of these states have a number of things 
in common. Yes, these states all went to 
Donald Trump in the presidential elec-
tion—something many journalists and 
pundits have focused on.

But more importantly, they are also 
all states with right-to-work 
laws that have cut public services.

All of these teachers are organizing in 
similar ways. The strikes’ message goes 
beyond the teaching profession and 
extends to better salaries for other state 
employees and funding for public edu-
cation as a whole. Teachers also aren’t 
being entirely led by their unions in the 
strikes, and they’re working with their 
school districts, nonprofits, and other 
state employees to ensure that they have 
as much public support as possible.

The chronic underfunding of edu-
cation, sustained tax cuts, and right-to-
work laws have created this environ-
ment, bringing the fight for education 
and labor rights to a boiling point in all 
of these states.

Starving state education budgets
In many of the states where teachers 

are striking or considering taking 
action, school funding is still far below 
what it was before the Great Recession.

This chronic underfunding hit the 
majority of states. A 2017 Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities report shows 
that in 2015, 29 states provided less edu-
cation funding per pupil than in 2008. 
In 19 states, local funding also decreased 
from 2008 to 2015. In states where local 
funding increased during that period, it 
still didn’t make up for state cuts.

Most of the states now protesting are 
the ones that experienced the worst cuts. 
That includes Oklahoma and Kentucky, 
where teachers are currently striking. 
New Jersey, where there was a one-day 
strike in Jersey City last month, also had 
their education funding per pupil drop 
during that time period.

It also includes Arizona—where we 
could see teachers take action 
next. Teachers in Arizona are discuss-
ing the possibility of a strike. Although 
Texas teachers may not strike, they 
have been unhappy with education 
funding in the state for a long time and 
anger is “bubbling beneath the sur-
face,” Louis Malfaro, the head of Texas 
American Federation of Teachers, told 
Austin American-Statesman. In Florida, 
the teachers union has discour-
aged striking, but some teachers are 
still interested in a strike.

The cuts to education spending are 
hurting students’ quality of education 
and teachers’ quality of life. Oklahoma 
teachers have posted photos of old 
books that are falling apart and 
have panhandled for school supplies. 
Teachers in Oklahoma, West Virginia, 
and Kentucky say they are taking 
on second jobs and that they have con-
sidered leaving their states.

All these strikes are public backlash 
to years of Republican-led efforts to 
push for more tax cuts, which has 
squeezed funding for education.

West Virginia’s tax cuts began more 
than a decade ago. The state reduced its 
corporate net income tax and got rid of a 
corporate charter tax and alternative 
minimum tax—to name just a few of the 
cuts—and ultimately lost $425 million in 
state revenue each year since 2007.

Oklahoma has offered tax breaks to 
oil companies that diminished revenue 
from 2008 to 2014, according to WTOP 
(Washington, DC’s Top News, Traffic 

and Weather,) and led to a 24 percent 
reduction in per-pupil funding over 
that time period. Twenty percent of 
Oklahoma school districts are open for 
only four days a week to cut down on 
costs. As Kentucky teachers demanded 
more education funding, state lawmak-
ers considered a proposal that would 
cut income taxes and result in $114 
million less revenue for the state. That 
legislation—which will result in higher 
taxes for most residents while corpora-
tions and the wealthy pay less—passed 
the legislature and is heading to the 
governor’s desk. It’s unclear if Governor 
Matt Bevin (R) will sign it.

Oklahoma and West Virginia teach-
ers are some of the lowest paid teachers 
in the country.

“A lot of our students don’t come to 
school ready to learn math and to read. 
They come to school and they’re hun-
gry,” Laura Hartke, a teacher at Fayette 
County Public Schools in Lexington, 
told ThinkProgress when Kentucky 
teachers went to the state capital on 
Monday. “They may have been abused. 
The programs and things that they 
want to cut for these children are detri-
mental to their education. They need 
more than just a teacher. They need 
support systems and those are the 
things that they’re cutting.”

How right-to-work laws can actu-
ally foment more strikes

Labor experts say it is not a coinci-
dence that teachers are striking or 
threatening to strike in states with 
“right-to-work” laws.

Right-to-work laws mean that 
workers in unionized workplaces don’t 
have to join their union or pay for the 
cost of union representation, but reap 
the same benefits as those who do. As a 
result, states with right-to-work laws 
tend to have lower union representa-

What Striking Teachers Have in Common
By Casey Quinlan
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tion. Kentucky and Arizona don’t have 
statutes that allow teachers to collec-
tively bargain, and collective bargain-
ing is banned in West Virginia.

A case currently being considered 
by the U.S. Supreme Court, Janus v. 
American Federation of State, County 
and Municipal Employees 
(AFSCME), would affect the 22 states 
that don’t have right-to-work laws. 
The case involves a public sector 
employee, Mark Janus, who says his 
first amendment rights were violated 
because he had to pay fair share fees 
despite not being a union member.

The U.S. Supreme Court will likely 
rule in favor of Janus—which will 
affect unions across the public sector, 
including teachers unions.

If unions will be forced to compete 
for dues-paying members, experts say 
unions could become more confronta-
tional. The Illinois Solicitor General 
also warned the court “when unions 
are deprived of agency fees, they tend 
to become more militant, more con-
frontational.”

And since many collective bargain-
ing agreements make union security a 
“tradeoff for no strikes,” as AFSCME 
attorney David C. Frederick argued, 
there may be more public employee 
strikes without mandatory union fees.

“…You can raise an untold specter 
of labor unrest throughout the coun-
try,” Frederick said.

The current teacher strikes could be 
a preview of what to expect in a post-
Janus landscape. Many of these strikes 
are being led by rank-and-file teachers, 
even though they do have support and 
assistance from their unions.

The Oklahoma Education 
Association told ThinkProgress that 
teachers have been considering these 
walkouts for a long time, but Facebook 
groups have played a major role in 
mobilizing teachers. Alberto Morejon, 
who teaches eighth grade social studies 
at Stillwater Junior High 

School, said that within a few hours, 
his Facebook page, Oklahoma Teacher 
Walkout—The Time Is Now!, had 
1,000 people and the next morning, it 
had 21,000. Now it has nearly 77,000 
members. In West Virginia, teachers 
also pushed back when union leaders 
agreed to a deal with the governor.

“Unions have tended throughout most 
of their histories to be forces that seek sta-
bility, not unrest,” Joseph A. McCartin, a 
labor historian at Georgetown 
University told the New York Times. 
“When they are weakened, we’re more 
likely to see the re-emergence of instability 
and militancy, and the kind of model that 
we’re seeing happen in West Virginia.”

When the media focuses on which 
states went to Donald Trump in the 
presidential election, it ignores these 
states’ rich labor histories. Before 
World War I, labor unions and local 
farmer cooperatives contributed to 
the Oklahoma’s Constitutional 
Convention and “founded one of the 
most progressive and labor-friendly 
state governments in the nation’s his-
tory,” according to KVOY Community 
Radio in Oklahoma.

“Oklahoma was one of the strongest 
states 100 years ago for a uniquely 
American prairie-style socialism. It’s a 
little known history,” said Scott Carter, 
associate professor of economics at the 
University of Tulsa.

The Battle of Blair Mountain, where 
West Virginia coalminers clashed with 
strikebreakers and law enforcement, 
has been called the largest labor upris-
ing in history and perhaps the largest 
armed insurrection since the Civil War. 
In Kentucky, there were fights between 
miners and coal firms, who had law 
enforcement on their side, in what is 
known as the Harlan County War.

Fighting for more than higher salaries
Teachers in West Virginia, 

Oklahoma, and Kentucky want 
improvements such as higher salaries 
and better health insurance, but their 
work stoppages have been about so 
much more than that.

Teachers in Oklahoma have cham-
pioned an agenda that pushes for a 
$10,000 raise for teachers and a $5,000 
raise for education support profession-
als over three years. They also want 
$200 million over three years to restore 
public education funding, a five per-
cent cost-of-living increase for retirees, 
new revenue for healthcare, mental 
health, and public safety, and a $7,500 
pay raise for state employees.

After the teachers strike, West 
Virginia state workers secured a pay 
bump that is five percent of the average 
salary for all state workers, according 
to WVMetroNews. Kentucky teach-
ers told the media that they came to the 
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capitol to fight for more education 
funding, not just protest a controver-
sial pension reform bill, although 
Kentucky’s pension system is one of 
the worst-funded in the country. After 
the teachers went to the capitol on 
Monday, the legislature passed a bill 
with fewer cuts to education than 
teachers originally expected.

This broader message is also why 
teachers have the support of other 
public sector workers, students, and 
local parents.

Oklahoma teachers appear to have 
parents’ support. Nearly 80 percent of 
respondents for an Oklahoma 
Education Association survey, which 
included community members, educa-
tors, parents, and students, said they 
supported the strike.

“What’s very interesting to me is 
that this is probably the biggest biparti-
san support I have seen for almost 13 
years of living in Oklahoma,” Tobra 
Avery, a local par-
ent, told ThinkProgress. “I’ve never 
seen anything that’s brought 
Republicans and Democrats together.”

—ThinkProgress, April 6, 2018

https://thinkprogress.org/why-teach-
ers-are-striking-all-over-the-country-
00b851015122/

In many of the states 

where teachers are 

striking or consider-

ing taking action, 

school funding is still 

far below what it was 

before the Great 

Recession.

Teachers unions and outraged citizens 
in Puerto Rico are vowing to fight the 
government’s newly-announced plan to 
close nearly a third of its public schools.

Puerto Rico’s Education 
Department said Thursday, April 6, 
that 283 schools would close by the 
start of the new school year, leaving 
open just 828.

“I don’t even know where the 
schools they’re being located to 
are,” said Haydee Del Valle, a parent of 
a 12-year-old who attends one of the 
schools slated for closure. “I don’t 
know if they’re too far away from us or 
if the school bus they take now will be 
able to take them there,” she told NBC 
News. “This makes me sad because this 
is a great school.”

“We know it’s a difficult and pain-
ful process,” said Education Secretary 
Julia Keleher, a charter school propo-
nent. She added, “Our children deserve 
the best education that we are capable 
of giving them taking into account 
Puerto Rico’s fiscal reality.”

The announcement of which 
schools would be closed fol-
lows Governor Ricardo Rossello sign-

ing into law controversial education 
“reform” legislation that will include 
charter schools at ten percent of the 
island’s schools and private school 
vouchers for three percent of its stu-
dents. It also comes on the heels of Jose 
Carrion, the chairman of the unelected 
board overseeing the debt-burdened 
island’s finances, declaring, “Broad 
and deep reforms are vital to Puerto 
Rico’s future.” 

The Puerto Rico Teachers 
Association (Asociación de Maestros 
de Puerto Rico) immediate-
ly denounced the announcement.

Aida Diaz, president of the union, 
said, “The harm that the education 
secretary is causing children and their 
parents is immeasurable.”

“No one in their right mind acts the 
way she’s acting,” Diaz continued, 
referring to Keleher. “This unjustified 
school closure responds to her exclu-
sive work forwarding an agenda in 
favor of private companies that she will 
enrich by turning over our children’s 
public education funds to them.”

“We are on the side of all the school 
communities, and together we’ll go to 

Puerto Rico Closing 283 Public Schools
Outrage follows Puerto Rico’s announcement it’s closing nearly one-

third of its Public Schools
By Andrea Germanos

Continued on page 47
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West Virginia Teachers Strike
Lessons, successes and failures

By Bruce A. Dixon

The nine-day West Virginia school 
strike was a long time coming, and 
contains a number of useful, if not new 
lessons.

The first not at all new lesson is that 
successful strikes are possible wherever 
an overwhelming majority of the work-
force is committed to it, whether or 
not those workers are in a “right to 
work ” state, and whether or not the 
strike is endorsed by their union, if 
they have a union at all. Neither of 
West Virginia’s two teachers unions 
endorsed the strike, and the leaders of 
both unions initially and repeatedly 
attempted to “settle” it for far less than 
the striking workers demanded.

A second lesson was that illegal 
strikes can succeed. Although a teacher 
walkout was explicitly prohibited by 

state law Governor Jim Justice dared 
not seek an injunction ordering teach-
ers and others back to work because 
they enjoyed far too much public sup-
port. The largely successful New York 
City transit worker strike of December 
2005 was illegal too, but workers 
achieved most of their objectives, 
despite the fact that the union leader-
ship was forced by the authorities to 
resign and spend a few days in jail.

A third not at all new lesson was 
that all for one and one for all solidar-
ity is key to successful strikes. Back in 
1990 when teachers struck, school bus 
drivers were taking children right 
through their picket lines into the 
schools. This time the teachers went 
out along with the janitors, the bus 
drivers, the food service workers all 
demanding a five percent across the 
board pay increase, not just for school 
employees but for all state workers, 
along with a fix on ballooning health-
care premiums, out of pocket costs and 
an end to invasive and humiliating 
requirements for continued health 
insurance. When state legislators 
offered raises to the teachers alone they 
were emphatically hooted down.

A fourth lesson is that what happens 
in a workplace isn’t confined to that 
workplace. A worker is a whole person, 

a renter or mortgage debtor, a student 
loan debtor, a member of this or that 
church or other formation. People 
carry their home concerns into the 
workplace, and their workplace con-
cerns home. They don’t stop being 
parents or residents of communities 
poisoned and pillaged by greedy extrac-
tive industries when they go to work. 
Part of the popularity of the teachers’ 
cause was their demand that the 
urgently needed health insurance fix 
come from a tax on the energy compa-
nies which have ravaged the state’s 
land and people the last dozen decades.

A fifth lesson, again not a new one at 
all, is that in a wildcat strike the union 
officials may want to prematurely set-
tle. The West Virginia strike was orga-
nized from the bottom up, not by 
union leaders. Beginning the second 
day of the strike union leaders and the 
governor’s office were already announc-
ing its conclusion, the first time based 
upon a mere handshake with the gover-
nor. Teachers at the state capital and 
impromptu meetings in malls and 
other locations around the state reject-
ed these premature deals. The final 
back-to-work agreement was distribut-
ed to workers, according to the World 
Socialist Website via robocalls before the 
governor had signed any legislation.

battle to avoid these discriminatory 
and unjust school closures,” Diaz said.

Another teachers group, La 
Federación de Maestros de Puerto Rico 
(FMPR), for its part, called the closures 
“an assault on public education.”

Education historian Lauren Lefty 
recently argued that Puerto Rico’s pub-
lic school system has been a key tar-
get of the government’s austerity mea-
sures since the “vulture fund-fueled 
debt crisis” began. The island, of 
course, is also still reeling from damage 
caused by Hurricane Maria, which 
include, among other things, severe 
damage and the extended closure of 
many of the island’s schools.

—Common Dreams, April 6, 2018

https://www.commondreams.org/
news/2018/04/06/outrage-follows-puer-
to-ricos-announcement-its-closing-
nearly-third-its-public

Continued from page 46
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What the teachers got, what they 
didn’t get

What the teachers got was a five per-
cent pay increase for all state workers, 
from cops to secretaries to janitors, 
assuming these are not outsourced as 
they are in most places nowadays, and a 
guarantee that the state will deduct 
union dues from paychecks, along with 
the understanding that unions are free 
to use these funds for political purposes.

They didn’t come close to achieving a 
tax on energy companies to fix the health 
insurance mess. They settled for repre-
sentation on a so-called “task force” 
which is supposed to look into fixes for 
the state’s public employee health plan, 
and report back in October, theoretically 
in time for teachers and their allies to 
punish uncooperative parties at the polls. 
Some teachers called it a sellout.

But with two nearly interchangeable 
parties of capital in power, the outlook 
is far from rosy. Both houses of West 
Virginia’s legislature are dominated by 
Republicans, and most politicians of 
both parties are deep in the pockets of 
global corporations that shear off, grind 
up and sift entire mountain tops for the 
remaining coal, that poison the state’s 
water extracting shale and natural gas 
and which dump their toxic leavings 
pretty much wherever they please.

Governor Jim Justice is a billionaire 
scofflaw, the richest man in the state 
with holdings in resorts, energy com-
panies and more who switched to the 
Democratic Party to win the governor-
ship in 2015, and rejoined the 
Republican Party in 2017 to get on the 
Donald Trump train. Both West 
Virginia teachers unions endorsed 
Justice in his run for governor. A 2016 
NPR investigation identified $15 mil-
lion in delinquent taxes and fines owed 
by the governor’s mining companies in 
six states including $6.8 million in 
Kentucky and $4.7 million in West 
Virginia. By contrast, in many 
states (including Virginia but not West 
Virginia) nonpayment of state taxes or 
delinquent student loans will get your 
drivers license and/or professional 
license suspended.

The governor says the first year’s 
pay increase can be paid for with 
money the state already has, though it 
may be “prudent” to cut Medicaid. 
Republican legislative leaders however, 
declare that any pay increase must 
come from cutting money the state 
provides to local governments and 
Medicaid, which pays for the medical 
care of many poor children in West 
Virginia schools. Sick children, the 
poor and disabled do not possess the 
weapon of the strike. So there’s that. If 

some teachers feel both victorious and 
a bit sold out at the same time it’s easy 
to understand.

Anecdotal evidence indicates that 
union membership may be rising in 
West Virginia, as many who did not see 
the need for a union before this, or 
those who imagined they couldn’t 
afford to pay union dues are reconsid-
ering. Though union leadership seemed 
more intent on ending the strike quick-
ly than achieving its goals, union mem-
bers in local schools figured promi-
nently in the strike and the efforts 
leading up to it.

Last month, during oral arguments 
of the Janus case before the Supreme 
Court, labor lawyers declared that 
union recognition, in a way, is the 
price for labor peace. When employers 
declare war upon organized workers, 
they should not be surprised when 
workers do the same to them, with or 
without the sanction of their unions. 
The fight is far from over in West 
Virginia, and teachers in Kentucky, 
Ohio and Oklahoma are considering 
the possibility of statewide job actions. 
In Oklahoma City the school board 
and superintendent are on record 
backing teachers if they decide to strike 
for more pay and better funding for 
schools there.

Two-thousand-eighteen is an elec-
tion year, and there is little doubt that 
Democrats will attempt to harness 
and divert as much of this energy into 
the safe channels of their billionaire 
funded party, as they did in Wisconsin 
back in 2011. Starving and de-funding 
public education and breaking teach-
er unions have been the bipartisan 
project of both parties for a long time 
now. There are sharp struggles ahead.

—Black Agenda Report, March 8, 
2018

https://blackagendareport.com/les-
sons-successes-failures-west-virginia-
teachers-strike
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Trump, The Biggest War Criminal
By Dave Lindorff

April 16, 2018—The single 
most important thing that happened 
Friday night when the U.S. military on 
President Trump’s orders launched a 
wave of over 100 cruise missiles against 
Syria was that once again the U.S. vio-
lated the most profound international 
law of war: initiating a war of aggres-
sion against a nation that posed no 
threat, imminent or otherwise, to the 
U.S. or its allies.

Called a “Crime against Peace,” this 
violation (whose perpetrators, under 
the precedent set in the Nuremberg 
Trials that followed World War II, can 
face capital punishment,) is considered 
worse than any other war crime 
because, as U.S. Nuremberg prosecu-
tor Robert Jackson explained in his 
argument at the Nuremberg Trials of 
Nazi war criminals, a war of aggression 
is “not only an international crime; it is 
the supreme international crime differ-
ing only from other war crimes in that 
it contains within itself the accumulat-
ed evil of the whole.”

President Trump, during his tele-
vised White House announcement just 
after the launching of his bombing 
attack on Syria, said, “The purpose of 
our actions tonight is to establish a 
strong deterrent against the produc-
tion, spread and use of chemical weap-
ons…We are prepared to sustain this 
response until the Syrian regime stops 
its use of prohibited chemical agents.”

He was making the argument that 
the U.S., acting on its own authority 
without any sanction from the UN 
Security Council as required under 
international law, somehow had a duty 
to, on its own, punish Syria for its 
alleged violation of a Geneva Convention 
against the use of chemical weapons.

Putting aside for a moment the 
important question of whether the 
Syrian government actually did use 

chemical weapons in the Douma sub-
urb of Damascus, which is, in fact, 
highly suspect, even if that country’s 
leader, Basher al Assad, did order the 
use of a banned chemical weapon, 
Assad’s crime would be far less serious 
than the crime Trump and the U.S. 
perpetrated under international law.

Fortunately, it appears as if saner 
members of the largely crazy Trump 
administration—notably Secretary of 
Defense James Mattis, a retired four-
star Marine general—prevailed over 
the neoconservative warmongering 
chicken hawk John Bolton, recent-
ly ensconced in the ever-changing 
National Security Advisor spot, with 
the result that the much ballyhooed 
U.S. cruise missile attack on Syria’s 
purported “chemical arms infrastruc-
ture” was limited to three sites.

More importantly, earlier talk of 
hitting “command-and-control” cen-
ters like government buildings in 
Damascus, or Syrian air bases—places 
where Russia had warned that it had its 
own military personnel and that could 
have provoked a Russia military 
response—was pushed aside and such 
targets were left off the hit list. That 
meant the risk, about which Mattis 

pointedly warned in recent days, of this 
U.S. attack morphing uncontrollably 
into a war between the two nuclear 
superpowers operating in Syria, the 
U.S. and Russia, was minimized.

Fortunately too, for the Syrian peo-
ple in target areas of the U.S. cruise 
missiles and the handful of missiles 
launched by America’s two willing 
“allies,” Britain and France (whose 
participation was meant to give a sheen 
of “multilateralism” to the crime,) at 
least some reports including from 
Russia claim that up to two-thirds of 
the U.S. missiles launched were 
knocked down or blown up in the air 
by Syrian anti-missile defenses.

So we aren’t facing the threat of a 
nuclear exchange, or a tense period in 
which U.S. and Russian soldiers and air-
men face each other with tense fingers on 
triggers in the midst of the Syrian conflict.

For now.

The question is what happens next.

First there needs to be a real investi-
gation, official and by real journal-
ists—the thing that should have hap-
pened before Trump jumped in with 
his blustery missile attack (as he 
Tweeted: “Russia vows to shoot down 
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any and all missiles fired at Syria. Get 
ready Russia, because they will be com-
ing, nice and new and “smart!”)—into 
whether there was a chemical attack at 
all on April 7 in the suburb of Douma, 
and if so, who was behind it.

The claim of an attack is being made 
by the so-called “White Helmets,” a 
supposedly non-governmental medical 
aid organization backed and funded by 
the U.S. and founded by a member of 
British intelligence which reportedly 
has links with the Al Nusra terrorist 
organization in Syria. The Syrian Red 
Crescent organization, which is affili-
ated with the Red Cross and has a 
much better reputation as both an aid 
organization and as a non-partisan 
truly medical service, has not con-
firmed a chemical attack. Meanwhile, 
the Russian television service RT is 
reporting that the White Helmets actu-
ally rushed into a Damascus hospital 
where victims of fighting in Gouda 
were being treated, and set off a panic 
among patients by shouting “chemi-
cals, chemicals!” and dousing people 
with water, leading to the charge of a 
chemical attack. Russia is also claiming 
that British intelligence agents were 
behind the staging of the event.

Many critics are noting that, as in 
prior questionable cases of the Syrian 
government being accused of using 
banned chemical weapons, this one 
occurred not when the government 
was losing and in a desperate situation, 

but when it was close to winning con-
trol of an area and was really in the 
“mopping up” phase. Indeed, rebel 
fighters had already given up and were 
availing themselves of an evacuation 
agreement, boarding chartered buses 
to take them to a safer area in the north 
of Syria, when the alleged “attack” 
occurred. (Why one has to wonder, 
would Assad have launched a chemical 
attack in that situation, knowing it 
would provoke another U.S. military 
response? It makes no sense.)

It is also suspicious that the UN had 
already ordered inspectors from the 
Organization for the Prohibition of 
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) to go to 
the site of the alleged attack to look for 
evidence of chemical use, but the 
Trump administration couldn’t even 
wait the four days it would take them 
to get there to launch an attack—an 
attack that is bound to delay their 
arrival and make finding that evidence 
increasingly difficult and problematic.

It is also significant that the OPCW 
has been instructed only to search for 
evidence of chemical weapons use, not 
to determine blame for its use.

The danger of course, is that if the 
Syrian government has not been the per-
petrator of this or earlier gas attacks, as 
some investigative reporters like Robert 
Sheer have claimed, those who would 
then likely be responsible—the anti-
Assad rebel forces—could be encour-
aged by this attack and the one Trump 

launched last year after a similar ques-
tionable use of chemical weapons, to 
launch more such faked Syrian attacks, 
in hopes of luring the U.S. deeper into 
the Syrian civil war quagmire.

Obviously, such concerns are not 
being even considered at the White 
House. Indeed, if this contrarian line of 
reasoning is correct, it would be more 
likely that the U.S. and its allies, Britain 
and France, are involved in the planning 
of such “false flag” attacks on civilians.

The U.S. media, are largely cheerlead-
ing this attack, with reporters asking for 
details about its success at hitting alleged 
targets of Syrian chemical weapons stor-
age, manufacture and research, instead 
of demanding answers as to the attack’s 
legality. When the decision to launch the 
attacks is questioned at all, it is not its 
obvious violation of international law 
that is raised, but the far subordinate 
question of whether the president has 
the right to order such an attack on his 
own, without the prior approval of 
Congress. While that is certainly an 
important question for Americans to 
ask, given that there was and is no immi-
nent threat of Syria attacking the U.S. or 
U.S. forces (which in any case are in 
Syria illegally,) it would hardly be any 
better if Congress did declare war on 
Syria, since that too would be a war 
crime under international law.

Clearly we are now in a very danger-
ous period, with a president, uncon-
strained by a Congress controlled by 
his own party, at the same time facing 

grave and mounting legal threats to 
his presidency. He is clearly looking at 
ways to divert media attention from 
himself and his own criminal behav-
ior and to get an increasingly restive 
public to rally ’round the flag and 
around himself as “commander in 
chief” of a nation at war.

—CounterPunch, April 16, 2018

h t t p s : / / w w w . c o u n t e r p u n c h .
org/2018/04/16/president-trumps-
war-crime-is-worse-than-the-one-he-
accuses-assad-of/
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Striking Syria
Reality-show violence in the age of Trump

By Juan Cole

Saturday, April 14, 2018—President 
Trump along with allies British prime 
minister Theresa May and French 
president Emannuel Macron struck 
Syria on Friday evening.

It was not a piece of military strate-
gy designed to win any war aims.

It will have no effect on the situa-
tion in Syria at all.

It was not authorized by Congress. 
The Republicans in Congress had 
threatened to impeach Barack Obama 
if he struck Syria in 2013 under similar 
circumstances.

It was not authorized by the UN. 
None of the three striking states had 
been attacked or harmed.

Then why?

In our age of politics as reality show, 
where we have hired the star of NBC’s 
“Apprentice” to play president (appar-
ently in large part because he is both con-
sistently awful and highly entertaining at 
once,) even geopolitics is done for show.

The United States, France and the 
UK lost the Syrian War to Russia and 
Iran. It is all over but the shouting. They 
had hoped that the al-Assad regime, 
which had been a thorn in their sides for 
decades, would be overthrown. It isn’t 
an ignoble hope. It is a horrible, Stalinist 
regime with massive amounts of blood 
on its hands. But the reasons for which 
Washington, Paris and London wanted 
it gone were not necessarily noble ones. 
Syria is among the last states to reject 
Israel. Its secular elites reached out, iso-
lated after the end of the Cold War, to 
Iran for support. Its system does not 
accommodate the Western corporate 
take-over of the country’s economy. 
Overthrowing countries that buck the 
neoliberal, barracuda capitalist 
Washington consensus and challenge 
the neocolonial order in the Middle 

East (with the assumption of Israeli 
hegemony in the Levant) is a no-brainer 
for the North Atlantic powers. 

The Syrian revolution of 2011 was a 
homegrown revolt against a regime that 
had already largely abandoned its 
socialist policies in favor of the estab-
lishment of Alawite oligarchies, which 
imprisoned people for the slightest crit-
icism of the regime, and under which 
the proportion of people living in abso-
lute poverty was rapidly increasing. But 
when the regime cleverly maneuvered 
the revolutionaries into allying with 
Muslim extremists on the battlefield, 
even then the CIA went on supporting 
the rebels. Its officials would deny it, 
but they were one degree of separation 
away from al-Qaeda, just as they had 
been in Afghanistan in the 1980s. And 
even while the U.S. FBI and right wing-
ers in the Senate like Ted Cruz were 
darkly intimating that the Muslim 
Brotherhood and all its offshoots are 
terrorist organizations, the 40 vetted 

groups supported by the CIA were 
mostly Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. 

No lesson of history is ever 
learned in Washington, D.C.
As I argued on Thursday, the Russo-

Syrian military operation against the 
Saudi-backed Army of Islam in Douma, 
in the course of which chemical weap-
ons appear to have been used, was a 
resounding success. Once the chemical 
was released, the Army of Islam fight-
ers, who had dug in their heels and 
inflicted substantial casualties on the 
elite Panther Brigade special ops forces 
of the Syrian Arab Army, abruptly sur-
rendered. They turned over hundreds 
of their weapons, released dozens of 
captives, and agreed to exit north to 
Jarabulus in their thousands. It was 
one of the most ignominious defeats 
visited upon any guerrilla group in the 
course of the seven-year war.

If you had wanted to work against 
further such chemical use, the more 
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effective method would have been to 
negotiate with Russia about it and 
apply pressure on Moscow.

The Tripartite missile attacks on 
Saturday will attrite some regime mili-
tary capabilities in a small way. But 
since the Russian Federation’s 
Aerospace Forces are actually supply-
ing the air power to defeat what is left 
of the rebels, the regime’s loss of some 
facilities won’t matter to the course of 
the war. I expect further Idlib and 
Deraa campaigns later this year, and I 
expect the regime over time to win 
them. I have to say that I’m surprised 
by the resiliency of the al-Assad clan. 
You wouldn’t have expected them eas-
ily to restore control over places like 
Homs (a largely Sunni Arab city with a 
strong Muslim Brotherhood move-
ment.) Security is no doubt fragile. But 
it appears that a reassertion of the 
regime is plausible in the short to 
medium term.

The missile attacks are for domestic 
politics, and perhaps to some extent a 
demonstration of political will to 
Russia and Iran. As military history 
they are a footnote. 

Those who argue that they were nec-
essary to show resistance to the use of 
chemical weapons are missing some 
things. The West backed Saddam 
Hussein’s use of chemical weapons in 
the Iraq-Iran War. It is hard to see why 
killing children with chlorine differs 
from the point of view of the children 
from killing them with bombs. Military 
action should be taken in accordance 
with international law. And, deploying 
missile strikes ineffectually renders them 
less effective politically down the road. 

These strikes are like when a fist-
fight breaks out on the reality-show 
“Big Brother.” The show will go on 
next week.

—Informed COMMENT, April 14, 
2018

https://www.juancole.com/2018/04/
reality-violence-striking.html

How would you describe a white town 
in a southern state in the United States 
that froze the tender for plots of land in a 
new neighborhood because it risked 
allowing Blacks to move in? As racist?

What would you think of the town’s 
mayor for claiming the decision was 
taken in the interests of preserving the 
“white character” of his community? 
That he was a bigot?

And how would you characterize the 
policy of the state in which this town 
was located if it enforced almost com-
plete segregation between whites and 
Blacks, ghettoizing the Black popula-
tion? As apartheid, or maybe Jim Crow?

And yet, replace the word “white” 
with “Jewish” and this describes what 
has just happened in Kfar Vradim, a 
small town of 6,000 residents in the 
Galilee, in Israel’s north. More disturb-
ing still, Vradim’s policy cannot be 
judged in isolation. It is a reflection of 
how Israeli society has been intention-
ally structured for decades.

Segregation as the norm
Residential segregation between 

Jewish and non-Jewish citizens is the 
norm in Israel. In fact, it is such an 
established fact of life that it is barely 
ever commented on. There are many 
hundreds of rural communities con-
trolling almost all of Israel’s land that 
are exclusively Jewish and have been so 
since Israel was created 70 years ago.

So one could almost commiserate 
with Vradim’s mayor, Sivan Yechiel, 
after he provoked condemnation last 
week for his decision to freeze con-
struction of a new neighborhood of 
more than 2,000 homes, intended to 
double the size of his town. It emerged 
that in the first round of tenders, more 

than half the highest bids for plots of 
land were placed by Palestinian citi-
zens, not Jews.

Israel’s Palestinian minority, a fifth 
of its population, are the remnants of 
the Palestinian people who were mostly 
expelled in 1948 from their homeland 
during what Palestinians call the Nakba, 
the Arabic word for “catastrophe.”

According to Israel and its support-
ers, Palestinian citizens enjoy full and 
equal rights with Jewish citizens, unlike 
Palestinians in the occupied territories, 
who live under military rule. But the 
reality—one carefully concealed from 
outsiders—is very different.

Vradim’s decision briefly illumi-
nates the ugly reality of what a Jewish 
state means. It provides the context for 
understanding Land Day, whose anni-
versary falls this week, marking the day 
in 1976 when Israeli security forces 
killed six unarmed Palestinian citizens 
as the minority held a general strike to 
protest against the continuing confis-
cation of their lands.

Vradim and dozens of other Jewish 
communities were created in response 
to Land Day—explicitly to “Judaize 
the Galilee.” The tradition of racism 
that inspired Vradim’s establishment is 
simply being honored and preserved 
today by Yechiel.

That is why Adalah, a legal group for 
Israel’s Palestinian minority, accused the 
mayor of being “motivated by racism.” 
And why Jamal Zahalka, a Palestinian 
member of Israel’s parliament, lamented 
Vradim’s “apartheid” policy.

Liberal and “racist”
That said, Vradim is far from the 

illiberal, intolerant community one 
might imagine from these criticisms. 

Apartheid: South Africa’s History,  
Palestine’s Reality

If this happened in Alabama there would be uproar, in Israel, it’s the norm
By Jonathan Cook
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Three-quarters of its residents voted 
for left and center-left parties in Israel’s 
last election. It has decisively bucked 
the ultra-nationalist trend that has kept 
Benjamin Netanyahu and the far-right 
in power for nearly a decade.

Nonetheless, in a Facebook debate 
among Vradim residents about the 
tender, many expressed concern. A 
local real estate broker, Nati Sheinfeld, 
warned that it was time to “wake up” 
to the threat of Palestinians taking over 
the community.

Yechiel defended the decision to 
freeze the new neighborhood on the 
grounds that he was entrusted to keep 
Vradim “Zionist and Jewish.” In a fur-
ther clarification, he said he would 
lobby the government to provide his 
community with housing solutions 
that did not disturb its current “demo-
graphic balances”—in other words, 
solutions that would keep out 
Palestinian citizens.

No Arabs as neighbors
In fact, Vradim mayor’s response 

was entirely typical. There have been a 
spate of similar stories in recent years. 
Towns close by in the Galilee like 
Nazareth Ilit, Karmiel, Afula, Nofit, 
Tzfat and Nahariya have all been bat-
tling to bar entry to Palestinian citizens 
with varying degrees of success.

In recent surveys, half of Israeli Jews 
confess that they do not want “Arabs” 
as neighbors. The reality, as Vradim 
illustrates, is that far more feel this way 
in practice. As Haaretz commentator 
David Rosenberg observed, almost cer-
tainly many respondents “were too 
embarrassed to tell the pollster what 
they really think.”

Opposition to having Palestinians 
as neighbors is not founded on security 
or economic concerns. Palestinian citi-
zens have proved to be a largely peace-
able, if highly marginalized, minority. 
And those able to afford to move into 
Jewish communities—especially 
Vradim, one of the wealthiest in the 

country—are the most successful 
among the Palestinian minority. They 
are business people and professionals 
like doctors, lawyers, engineers and 
architects.

Rooted in Zionism
So why is Vradim dead-set against 

allowing them in? The answer requires 
a historical analysis of how Israel has 
structured and organized itself as a 
Jewish state. In fact, Vradim’s policy is 
deeply rooted in an ideology, Zionism, 
whose values are unquestioned by 
almost all Israeli Jews.

The founders of Israel, men like 
David Ben Gurion, were East Europeans 
who viewed themselves as communists 
or socialists. Before Israel’s creation, 
under British patronage, they estab-
lished pioneer farming collectives like 
the kibbutz and moshav.

But in the spirit of Zionism, they 
made sure these communities were all 
exclusively Jewish. They were there to 
“Judaize” the land through “Hebrew 
labor.” Zionism’s leaders firmly 
believed that, through physical toil, 
Jews could transform both the land, 
“making the desert bloom,” and them-
selves, becoming a strong, self-reliant 
“Volk” or people.

But there was an important corol-
lary. Judaization would strip the native 
Palestinian people of the land they 
depended on as farmers, while Hebrew 
labor would deny them alternative 
employment in what would become an 
exclusively Jewish economy. It was a 
form of aggressive settler-colonialism.

Land nationalized for Jews
After the Nakba and the expulsion 

of most of the Palestinian population, 
the new state of Israel did not abandon 
these policies and adopt an inclusive, 
civic notion of citizenship, the basis of 
liberal democracy. Instead, it expanded 
and intensified the Judaization project.

Foreign observers were often 
charmed by the idea of the socialist 

kibbutz and the progressive and trans-
formative type of politics it supposedly 
embodied. They overlooked the fact 
that all of this was being built on the 
racist exclusion of native Palestinians.

The lands of the Palestinian refugees 
were expropriated, as was most of the 
land belonging to the minority of 
Palestinians who managed to remain 
in Israel and eventually received citi-
zenship—the trigger for the Land Day 
events being commemorated this week.

Israel then “nationalized” almost all 
of its territory—93 percent—holding it 
collectively in trust for the Jewish peo-
ple around the world, not Israeli citi-
zens.

As a result, Palestinian citizens were 
hemmed into some 120 Palestinian 
communities, on little more than two 
percent of Israeli territory. These 
Palestinian communities languish at 
the very bottom of Israel’s socio-eco-
nomic tables.

Trapped in ghettoes
In recent decades, Palestinian com-

munities have become massively over-
crowded because Israel has refused to 
free up land for their expansion and 
has not created a single new Palestinian 
community since 1948.

Many thousands of Palestinian fam-
ilies have been forced to build homes 
illegally as a result, and now live with 
the permanent threat of demolition 
hanging over their heads.

This is not just about neglect. Israeli 
officials had a methodology and a goal 
in mind, little different from those 
being applied close by in the occupied 
territories.

The aim was to make the Palestinian 
minority poor and internally divided: 
like children playing a game of musical 
chairs, they would have to fight over 
ever-diminishing resources.

In desperation, some would opt to 
collaborate or turn informer, in return 
for partial relief from their distress. A 
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weak, dependent society like this would 
be incapable of organization to demand 
its rights. And ultimately, Israeli offi-
cials hoped, Palestinian citizens would 
grow hopeless and emigrate.

Vetting committees
But there was a danger too that 

wealthier, more successful Palestinians 
might flee their ghettoes not by leaving 
Israel but by seeking homes in Jewish 
communities and trying to integrate. 
That violated the deepest impulses of a 
Zionist-Jewish state.

It was not hard to slam shut the 
door of most communities. The hun-
dreds of rural villages controlling most 
of Israel’s “national lands” established 
admissions committees. Their job was 
to vet applicants and keep out 
Palestinian citizens. That was integral 
to their “Judaization” mission.

To this day, hundreds of collective 
communities bar access, arguing that 
Palestinian citizens are “socially unsuit-
able.” The flimsy logic—echoed now 
by the mayor of Vradim—has been 
that it is vital for these communities to 
preserve a Jewish, Zionist character.

But it was trickier to use such legal 
chicanery to exclude Palestinian citi-
zens from towns and cities.

A few cities in Israel are mislead-
ingly termed “mixed,” where small 
numbers of Palestinian families sur-
vived the ethnic cleansing of 1948. 
They usually live in separate neighbor-

hoods, marginalized from the main 
Jewish city. Segregation in these areas 
has taken a different form.

But in ordinary as well as mixed cit-
ies, Israel could not easily argue that 
admissions committees were needed to 
stop integration and protect the special 
Jewish character of the city’s life. Doing 
so risked looking a little too obviously 
like apartheid South Africa.

Liberation from land shortages
For most of Israel’s history, segrega-

tion and exclusion were maintained in 
the towns and cities, nonetheless. Free-
market economics and careful planning 
was enough to keep Palestinians at bay.

The vast majority of Israeli Jews are 
raised as ardent Zionists, and hold 
“Judaization”—making territory 
Jewish—as a supreme value. There 
were no signs saying “No Arabs,” but 
few were willing to sell their homes to 
Palestinian citizens, especially when 
they could find a Jewish buyer.

And few Palestinian citizens could 
afford homes in Jewish towns anyway. 
In addition, there were no schools 
teaching in Arabic for their children, 
jobs were scarce, and prejudice rife. It 
was a prospect few Palestinian citizens 
contemplated. Until recently.

The land shortages in Israel’s 
Palestinian communities have only 
intensified since the events of Land 
Day, as have the overcrowding, the lack 
of services and infrastructure, the 

absence of green spaces, and the poor 
quality of government schools for the 
Palestinian minority.

Meanwhile, in an increasingly glo-
balized world, Palestinian citizens are 
much less willing to continue living in 
their segregated communities. They 
have aspirations for a better quality of 
life for their children, and are increas-
ingly “westernized”—they value per-
sonal independence over the protec-
tion offered by living close to the 
extended family.

All of these factors have combined to 
drive those with good jobs and high 
salaries to liberate themselves from their 
Palestinian ghettoes and seek housing 
solutions in Jewish communities.

On the front line
The front line of this battle for hous-

ing rights is the Galilee, where Palestinian 
citizens comprise half the population. 
For this reason, in the state’s early years 
Ben Gurion prioritized an official cam-
paign to “Judaize the Galilee,” building 
Jewish communities on lands confiscat-
ed from Palestinians to contain them 
and deprive them of room for future 
expansion.

Vradim itself was established in 
1984 on part of the lands of the neigh-
boring Palestinian town of Tarshiha. 
As in other Jewish communities, many 
of its residents believe—in line with 
Ben Gurion’s philosophy—that they 
are the main bulwark against an “Arab 
takeover” of the Galilee.

But Vradim has found itself defense-
less against a first wave of Palestinian 
professionals expecting to live the dream 
they see their Jewish neighbors enjoying 
at their expense. Already a handful of 
Palestinian families have managed to 
move in. Yechiel and other residents are 
worried that this could soon turn into a 
flood as it seeks to expand.

Vradim lacks an admissions com-
mittee that would have solved its prob-
lem. And recent rulings from the Israeli 
courts have further tied its hands: in 
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most cases, towns and cities are 
required to include all citizens in the 
tendering process for new housing 
projects.

Stopping an Arab influx
At the moment the numbers of 

Palestinian families that can afford and 
want to move into Jewish towns is 
small. But it is growing, and even these 
small numbers are too many for most 
Jewish communities.

Yechiel may balk at the solutions 
adopted by some neighboring Jewish 
towns.

For example, Nazareth Ilit, which 
was built on the lands of Nazareth, the 
largest Palestinian city in Israel, has 
tried to halt the influx of Palestinians 
by planning a large Jewish ultra-Ortho-
dox neighborhood.

The courts have made an exception 
that allows for restrictive tenders in the 
case of religious Jews so that they can 
live in self-contained communities. 
Nazareth Ilit’s leaders appear to be 
hoping that, with high birth rates and 
intolerant attitudes, a strong ultra-
Orthodox presence may dissuade 
more Palestinians from moving in.

But this approach is likely to be 
considered a step too far for Vradim’s 
very secular and wealthy residents.

Yechiel may hope instead that he 
can rely on a legal remedy. In 2016 a 
district court ruled in favor of the 
municipality of Afula after it blocked 
48 Palestinian families who had won 
housing tenders. Palestinian legisla-
tors called the court decision “shame-
ful” and “racist.”

Hunt for permanent solutions
But Vradim’s mayor is also appeal-

ing to the government to help devise 
a more permanent solution. He may 
not be disappointed.

The World Zionist Organization, 
an international organization that 
enjoys quasi-governmental status in 
Israel, announced last summer it was 

reviving Ben Gurion’s Judaization 
campaign. It is preparing to establish 
several new, exclusively Jewish com-
munities.

And this month an Israeli parlia-
mentary committee approved the final 
draft of new legislation—the Basic 
Law: Israel as the Nation-State of the 
Jewish people. It will give constitu-
tional backing to the creation of com-
munities “composed of people of the 
same faith or nationality to maintain 
an exclusive community.” In practice, 
this measure is designed only to help 
the Jewish faith and nationality.

These moves come as Israel pre-
pares to demolish next month Umm 
al-Hiran, a Bedouin village in the 
Negev, so it can be replaced with an 
exclusively Jewish community, Hiran. 
The bylaws of Hiran entitle it to admit 
as residents only those “who observe 
the Torah and commandments accord-
ing to Orthodox Jewish values.”

Vradim’s wealthy, liberal residents 
are no aberration in wanting to keep 
out their Palestinian fellow citizens. 
They are the authentic inheritors of a 
Zionist tradition that has entrenched 
an apartheid system of rule in Israel 
over 70 years.

Ben Gurion and Israel’s founders 
would be proud indeed of Kfar Vradim.

Jonathon Cook, based in Nazareth, 
Israel, is a winner of the Martha Gellhorn 
Special Prize for Journalism. His latest 
books are Israel and the Clash of 
Civilizations: Iraq, Iran and the Plan to 
Remake the Middle East (Pluto Press) 
and Disappearing Palestine: Israel’s 
Experiments in Human Despair (Zed 
Books).

—Black Agenda Report, April 4, 
2018

https://Blackagendareport.com/if-
happened-alabama-there-would-be-
uproar-israel-its-norm
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Palestinians in Gaza staged an 
unarmed protest Friday, part of a 
planned multi-week event, near the 
Israeli line of control. They are 
demanding the right to return to their 
homes.

The Israeli army indiscriminately 
opened fire on the protesters with live 
ammunition, killing at least 17 and 
wounding dozens (perhaps hundreds.) 
Hundreds were also sickened by mili-
tary-grade tear gas. This was shooting 
fish in a barrel. There is no reason to 
think that the Israeli troops were in 
danger or received deadly fire them-
selves. There was rock throwing toward 
the fence that imprisons the 
Palestinians. No Israeli casualties have 
been reported. Some video circulating, 
which Informed Comment (IC) cannot 
confirm, appears to show victims shot 
in the back or while praying. This was 
more like a U.S. police shooting of an 
innocent, unarmed victim.

Although the U.S. press is reporting 
that those killed died in “clashes,” they 
appear all to have been on the Gaza side 
of the line of control and never actually 
to have encountered any Israelis. There 
was no “clash.” Shooting down inno-
cent unarmed people on their own land 
is typically termed “murder.”

In 1948, lean, mean Jewish immi-
grants in British Mandate Palestine 
attacked Palestinian villagers and 
townspeople in the south, in places like 
Beersheba and Nejd, and drove them 
into the Gaza Strip, where they live to 
this day, many of them still in refugee 
camps. On Nejd lands the Europeans 
formed the Israeli town of Sderot, which 
they have peopled not only with Israelis 
but also Thai agricultural guest workers.

Families in Gaza displaced from 
Nejd could walk home in half-an-hour 
if allowed to.

Seventy percent of Palestinian resi-
dent families in Gaza were kicked out 
of their homes in what is now Israel by 
armed Jewish immigrants into British 
Mandate Palestine, and the Palestinians 
were consigned to eight refugee camps. 
They would starve to death if it were 
not for aid via the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency, the budget 
of which Trump has just kneecapped. 
There are now 1.8 million people in 
Gaza, most of them desperately poor. 
Since 2007 they have been under a 
military and economic blockade by 
Israel, which routinely shoots their 
fishermen and has limited import of 
building materials such as cement. 
Israel carefully dispenses the right to 

leave Gaza, essentially a large jail for 
the victims of Israeli ethnic cleansing, 
and several Palestinian children have 
died in recent times because they 
weren’t permitted to go get good med-
ical care.

In the course of World War I, the 
British army conquered geographical 
Palestine away from the Ottoman 
Empire. The other Mandatory forces 
authorized by the Versailles Peace 
Treaty, were charged with temporarily 
administering Syria, Iraq, Togo and 
other countries-in-waiting for the wel-
fare of their inhabitants and in prepa-
ration for independence. Britain had 
some of these obligations in Palestine, 
for the then 1.3 million Palestinians, as 
well. But many British administrators 
thought of their charge as two-fold, 
since they also wished to establish what 
they called a “home” for the “Jewish 
people” in the midst of the teeming 
masses of Palestinians. They were pay-
ing off what they saw as a debt to 
Zionist leaders for their support in 
WW I. Their other debt was to the 
Hashemites of Mecca, to whom they 
awarded Transjordan.

Zionism grew up in the second half 
of the 19th century as a form of Jewish 
nationalism, modeled on the Romantic 
nationalism of the Germans and 
Italians. Most Jews of the time rejected 
the notion of making their religion the 
basis for a virulent form of modern 
racism or of giving Christian national-
ists a cudgel with which to beat their 
Jewish co-citizens by declaring, as 
Zionists implied, that French Jews were 
Jewish and not French at all.

Moving people around to the incon-
venience of their neighbors was a fea-
ture of authoritarian government in 
early twentieth century High 
Modernism. The British also dreamed 
of bringing millions of Punjabis from 

Murder at the Gaza Border
By Juan Cole
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India into Iraq when they conquered it 
in 1918. Stalin moved Crimean Tatars 
to Central Asia. So too was the tech-
nique of partition. The French con-
quered Syria in 1920 and abruptly 
carved out of it a majority-Christian 
Lebanon, to make the whole region 
easier to rule, since they expected the 
Christians to support colonialism. 
Britain saw the European Jews it was 
importing as playing a similar role.

The Ottomans and their Muslim 
predecessors had ruled this region for 
nearly 1300 years with the exception of 
a hiatus during the Crusades. In the 
millennium after Christ, most 
Palestinian Jews had converted to 
Christianity and then some converted 
to Islam. A small number of men emi-
grated to Europe as merchants around 
800 and they grew into the Ashkenazi 
Jewish community, taking non-Jewish 
convert wives and occasionally con-
verting friends and neighbors. Between 
1000 CE and about 1800 CE, there 
were almost no Jews in Palestine; 
Bonaparte’s expedition estimated 3,000 
around 1799. In the 1800s some 
Russian charities were set up so that 
Jewish retirees could go to Jerusalem 
and spend their last days studying 
Torah in the holy city, and Russian 
Jewish residents grew in number to a 
few thousand.

Tens-of-thousands of Jews relocat-
ed to the British Mandate of Palestine 
in the 1920s, but they were small num-
bers of mainly Eastern European pio-
neers. They carefully set up a system 
whereby they received monetary sup-
port from Jewish communities in the 
West to buy up land, and then they 
alienated that land in perpetuity, for-
bidding its resale to non-Jews. Their 
goal was to buy up enough of Palestine 
on which to form a Jewish state, and to 
expel any Palestinians who would not 
cooperate.

By 1936 the Palestinians had figured 
out that the British Mandate, far from 
being benevolent, was predatory and 

malevolent, aiming at dominating 
them for hundreds of years and in the 
meantime of displacing them with 
Ashkenazi clients, whom the 
Palestinians viewed as illegal immi-
grants. The Palestinians launched a 
revolt, 1936-1939, which convinced 
the British to issue a White Paper 
promising to restrict further Jewish 
immigration and to schedule Palestine 
to become an independent country by 
1949. Zionist thinkers and leaders, 
livid, pledged that the White Paper 
would not stand.

With the rise of Fascism and institu-
tional, murderous Anti-Semitism in 
Europe in the 1930s, the number of 
Jewish immigrants into Palestine rose 
significantly in the 1930s. By 1940 
there were 400,000, and the Palestinians 
were over a million.

When the British announced in 
1947 that they planned to decamp, civil 
war broke out in Palestine. The 
Palestinians lost and 720,000 of them 
were expelled from their homes (these 
families have grown into several mil-
lion.) In 1967, the Israelis came after 
the refugees in the West Bank and Gaza 
and established rule over them.

Today, there is a Palestinian major-
ity in the lands controlled by Israel. But 

only the Jews and a small minority of 
Palestinians living inside Israel can 
vote or have power, and their military 
rule controls the West Bank and encir-
cles Gaza, which they have left without 
an airport or harbor or any visible 
means of support.

Zionist propaganda has assiduously 
covered up this tawdry reality, so that, 
amazingly enough, as with the realities 
of climate change, the American public 
is oblivious to what is being done to the 
Palestinians and blames them for any 
reaction they undertake to these mas-
sive and ongoing injustices.

White Americans are the richest 
people in the world and the most pow-
erful, but have developed a sense of 
grievance that led them to put the 
Neofascist Trump regime in power in 
Washington. Imagine what they would 
do if they had been treated the way the 
Palestinians have been. That is why 
blaming everything on “Hamas” is silly. 
Hamas is a symptom, not the disease.

—Reader Supported News, March 
31, 2018

https://readersupportednews.org/
opinion2/277-75/49262-focus-israeli-
snipers-murder-17-wound-dozens-of-
trapped-refugee-protesters-at-gaza-border
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No Holding Back “Black” Brazil
By Glen Ford

The assassination of Rio de Janeiro 
city councilwoman Marielle Franco 
sent huge crowds of outraged mourn-
ers into the streets of Brazil, the west-
ern hemisphere’s “Blackest” nation, 
where more than half of the 210 mil-
lion inhabitants describe themselves 
as preto (Black) or pardo (partly 
African). The 38-year-old member of 
the Party of Socialism and Liberty 
(PSOL) and her driver were ambushed 
by hit men firing police-issued bullets, 
sending “a message to all Black bodies 
that fight for rights in the favela,” the 
besieged ghettos of Brazil’s cities, said 
Black activist Marcelle Decothé .

Shaun King, writing in The 
Intercept, described Franco as, “for all 
intents and purposes, a leader of the 
country’s parallel to the Black Lives 
Matter movement in the U.S.”

In this week’s issue of Black Agenda 
Report, Black Brazilian journalist and 
anthropologist Jaime A. Alves describes 
Franco, a lesbian with a 19 year-old 
daughter, as “fearlessly vocal against 
police terror. Days before her killing,” 
Alves writes, “she denounced on twit-
ter the disappearance of two youth 
kidnapped by the police in the neigh-
boring favela of Acari. She was also 
leading the human rights commission 
to monitor police and military abuse 
during the military intervention 
decreed by president Michel Temer.”

The Brazilian military ruled with an 
iron hand—and U.S. backing—from 
1964 to 1985. The Temer regime 
remains hugely unpopular more than 
two years after the “legislative coup” 
that unseated the Workers Party gov-
ernment of Dilma Rousseff, throwing 
the nation into political turmoil. Some 
fear President Temer’s handover of 
policing in Rio to the generals amounts 
to a creeping military coup. “I believe 
that this is one more step along the 

road of being able to restore security, 
order and, above all, confidence to 
residents of Rio de Janeiro state,” said 
top Temer advisor Wellington Moreira 
Franco. “This spirit is being mobilized 
so that...this methodology can spread 
throughout Brazil.”

It is almost immaterial whether 
Marielle Franco was killed by the mili-
tary or civilian police, or other hench-
men; she was cut down by a white 
supremacist Brazilian state that is even 
more lethally racist than its counter-
part in the northern hemisphere. Her 
death is an occasion for serious exami-
nation of the similarities and differ-
ences in the Black condition in Brazil 
and the United States, especially 
regarding police.

BAR contributor Jaime Alves 
believes the transfer of police duties to 
the military is a “test case for Brazil as a 
whole.” But, he emphasizes, for Black 
activists, the favelas have always been 
under occupation. “Despite the regime 
of citizenship, decolonization is still to 
be completed” in the last major country 
in the world to abolish slavery, in 1888.

According to the official numbers, 
Brazil’s police kill 4,224 civilians a year. 
Alves asks us to “imagine a country 
where twelve civilians are ‘legally’ killed 
by the police on a daily basis.” Seventy-
six percent of the dead are Black, mean-
ing nine Black men or boys are killed by 
Brazilian police every day (99 percent 
are male.) Alves notes that these statis-
tics “do not count the ‘disappeared’ and 
‘unknown’ that have turned poor and 
predominantly Black urban communi-
ties in Brazil into macabre geographies.”

In the United States, cops killed 
1,129 people in 2017, according to 
a Mapping Police Violence study, 305 of 
them Black people. That amounts to 
one Black person killed by cops every 
29 hours.

Brazil’s Black population is over 100 
million, two-and-a-half times the U.S. 
Black population of 40 million. If the 
Black USA were as large as Black Brazil, 
the rate of cop killings of Blacks would 
be one every 11-and-a-half-hours, or a 
little more than two deaths per day—
still far below the Black Brazilian daily 
death toll of nine, but horrific on any 
national scale other than that which is 
weighted down by centuries of slav-
ery, the organized mass grinding up 
and murder of entire peoples. Black 
lives in both Brazil and the U.S. are 
terminated by the state on a low-inten-
sity warfare scale.

Clearly, the Brazilian state is con-
ducting an even more lethal war against 
its Black population than its northern 
counterpart’s militarized oppression of 
U.S. Blacks. There is plenty of room for 
debate on why this is so, but I submit 
that the historical militancy and relative 
solidarity of Blacks in the U.S. has been 
a great shield and spear against an 
unrelentingly hostile white society and 
state. Although Blacks in the U.S. con-
stantly complain of a lack of solidarity 
and waning militancy among our peo-
ple, the truth is that, compared to other 
populations of the African diaspora, we 
are collectively fierce! That’s why Shaun 
King speaks of Marielle Franco as, “for 
all intents and purposes, a leader of the 
country’s parallel to the Black Lives 
Matter movement in the U.S.”—and 
not the other way around. There are 
Black Panther Party “parallels” in 
India—and, as we note in this issue of 
BAR, in Puerto Rico—and Black 
Americans are the model of Black mili-
tancy in most of the world. No other 
Black national group has waged repeat-
ed urban rebellions in the major cities 
of a modern, white-led capitalist state. 
The resilience of Black U.S. solidarity 
and militancy means there are political, 
economic and, sometimes, blood prices 
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to be paid for crimes against this peo-
ple—and the state knows it.

A key factor that distinguishes Black 
people in the U.S. from others in the 
diaspora is the historical absence of an 
independent mulatto class. The rela-
tively high prices brought by the heavily 
securitized and fantastically profitable 
slave “stock” in the U.S. discouraged 
slaveholders from allowing the creation 
of such a class, while constantly rein-
forced white majorities eliminated the 
need to formalize a “buffer” population 
of mixed race persons in the United 
States. The slave descendants here are 
uniformly “Black”—and consciously 
so. Our super-exploitation—with no 
means to escape by “lightening” the 
race—was transformed into a near-
unique level of solidarity.

Black Brazil is belatedly transform-
ing, too—as is dramatically evident in 
the census numbers, themselves. There 
are many more “self-declared Black” 
people—as Alves describes Marielle 
Franco—in Brazil than ever before, 
despite long periods of massive 
European immigration to that country, 
thanks to a Black movement largely 
inspired by its brothers and sisters in 
the United States.

All power to the people of the fave-
las! Love Live Marielle Franco!

—Black Agenda Report, March 22, 
2018

https://blackagendareport.com/no-
holding-back-black-brazi

As the war in Afghanistan shows no 
signs of abating, the health of the peo-
ple in the country continues to be 
cause for concern. Afghanistan’s 
healthcare system is considered one of 
the worst in the world, and decades of 
war and international neglect have 
contributed to its deterioration. An 
estimated six million people, out of a 
population of 35 million, have no 
access or adequate access to healthcare.

Most doctors, nurses and other 
medical professionals have left the 
country, causing a shortage of person-
nel and medical training programs, 
thus failing to solve people’s most 
pressing needs. War has caused not 
only deaths and injuries; it has also led 
to increased poverty among many 
households. At the same time, the 
physical and psychological effects of 
war have increased the need for medi-
cal care.

The British Red Cross reports that 
770 hospitals have been closed because 
of damage. Health services cover only 
limited regions and even in the areas 
where they are available they don’t 
totally cover people’s needs. In addi-
tion, there are inadequate supplies of 
medicines, vaccines, equipment and 
fuel. As a result, almost six million 
people have no access or adequate 
access to healthcare.

According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO,) diseases con-
trolled in most countries in the world 
continue to cause deaths and disabili-
ties in Afghanistan. For example, it has 
been estimated that approximately 60 
percent of all childhood deaths and 
disabilities in Afghanistan are due to 
respiratory and intestinal infections 
and vaccine-preventable deaths, par-
ticularly measles, of which there are 
approximately 35,000 cases every year.

The WHO reports that infant and 
under-five mortality rates are estimat-
ed at 165 and 257 per 1,000 live births-
per-year, respectively, which are 
among the highest in the world. These 
rates are only surpassed by Sierra 
Leone, Niger and Angola. With regard 
to immunization coverage, less than 40 
percent of Afghan children receive life-
saving vaccinations.

It is estimated that about half of 
children less than five years of age are 
stunted due to chronic malnutrition, 
and up to ten percent have acute mal-
nutrition. More than half of Afghan 
children suffer mental and physical 
damage because they are poorly nour-
ished in the first two years of life.

In addition, although billions of 
dollars have been spent on poppy erad-
ication and the control of the drug 
problem, it continues to be unsolved. 
According to a 2015 U.S.-funded study, 
one in every nine Afghans (including 
women and children) use illegal drugs.

A study conducted by researchers 
hired by the U.S. State Department 
found staggering levels of opium in 
Afghan children. Some of them were 
only 14-months-old, and had been 
passively exposed to opium by adult 
drug users in their homes. In 25 per-
cent of homes where adult addicts 
were living, tested children showed 
significant signs of drug exposure. 

Afghanistan’s Dire Health Situation
By César Chelala
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Those adults who inject drugs face the 
additional risk of HIV infection 
through sharing of contaminated 
syringes.

Statistics on women’s health are dif-
ficult to obtain, due to societal restric-
tions and gender relations and behav-
ior. Women’s access to healthcare is 
limited, due to a large extent to lack of 
female medical facilities. Seventeen 
mothers die during delivery for every 
1,000 live births, again one of the high-
est rates in the world. One of the rea-
sons is that 90 percent of deliveries take 
place at home, without the help of 
skilled midwives.

Afghanistan is one of the most heav-
ily mined nations in the world. Mines 
were planted extensively throughout 
the country, particularly during the 
period of Soviet occupation (1979-
1989.) Almost every family in the 
country has been affected by unex-
ploded ordnance and the remaining 
land mines, which daily add new vic-
tims both through physical injuries 
and mental stress. It is estimated that 
over 800,000 Afghans are disabled, 
many of them children.

British Labor Party leader Jeremy 
Corbyn aptly summed up the situation 
in Afghanistan today. He recently told 
the Mirror, “After 16 years of blood-
shed and destruction, the Taliban are 
undefeated and terrorism is no less of a 
threat at home. In fact it has spread. 
The British Government should make 
clear to Donald Trump that his strate-
gy of more bombing and a new troop 
surge will continue this failure.” To 
continue sending troops to try to win 
an unwinnable war will only increase 
the suffering of the Afghan people.

—Common Dreams, March 12, 2018

https://www.commondreams.org/
views/2018/03/12/afghanistans-dire-
health-situation

March 19 marks 15 years since the 
U.S.-UK invasion of Iraq in 2003, and 
the American people have no idea of 
the enormity of the calamity the inva-
sion unleashed. The U.S. military has 
refused to keep a tally of Iraqi deaths. 
General Tommy Franks, the man in 
charge of the initial invasion, bluntly 
told reporters, “We don’t do body 
counts.” One survey found that most 
Americans thought Iraqi deaths were 
in the tens-of-thousands. But our cal-
culations, using the best information 
available, show a catastrophic estimate 
of 2.4 million Iraqi deaths since the 
2003 invasion.

The number of 
Iraqi casualties is 
not just a historical 
dispute, because the 
killing is still going 
on today. Since sev-
eral major cities in 
Iraq and Syria fell to 
the Islamic State in 
2014, the U.S. has 
led the heaviest 
bombing campaign 
since the American 
War in Vietnam, 
dropping 105,000 
bombs and mis-
siles and reducing most of Mosul and 
other contested Iraqi and Syrian cities 
to rubble.

An Iraqi Kurdish intelligence report 
estimated that at least 40,000 civilians 
were killed in the bombardment of 
Mosul alone, with many more bodies 
still buried in the rubble.  A recent 
project to remove rubble and recover 
bodies in just one neighborhood found 
3,353 more bodies, of whom only 20 
percent were identified as ISIS fighters 
and 80 percent as civilians. Another 
11,000 people in Mosul are still report-
ed missing by their families.

Of the countries where the U.S. and 
its allies have been waging war since 
2001, Iraq is the only one where epide-
miologists have actually conducted 
comprehensive mortality studies based 
on the best practices that they have 
developed in war zones such as Angola, 
Bosnia, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Guatemala, Kosovo, Rwanda, 
Sudan and Uganda. In all these coun-
tries, as in Iraq, the results of compre-
hensive epidemiological studies 
revealed five to 20-times more deaths 
than previously published figures 
based on “passive” reporting by jour-
nalists, NGOs or governments.

Two such reports 
on Iraq came out in 
the prestigious The 
Lancet medical jour-
nal, first in 2004 and 
then in 2006. The 
2006 study estimat-
ed that about 
600,000 Iraqis were 
killed in the first 40 
months of war and 
occupation in Iraq, 
along with 54,000 
non-violent but still 
war-related deaths.

The U.S. and UK governments dis-
missed the report, saying that the 
methodology was not credible and that 
the numbers were hugely exaggerated. 
In countries where Western military 
forces have not been involved, howev-
er, similar studies have been accepted 
and widely cited without question or 
controversy. Based on advice from 
their scientific advisers, British govern-
ment officials privately admitted that 
the 2006 Lancet report was “likely to be 
right,” but precisely because of its legal 
and political implications, the U.S. and 
British governments led a cynical cam-
paign to discredit it.

Fifteen Years of Death in Iraq
By Medea Benjamin, Nicolas J.S. Davies
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A 2015 report by Physicians for 
Social Responsibility, Body Count: 
Casualty Figures After Ten Years of the 
‘War on Terror,” found the 2006 Lancet 
study more reliable than other mortal-
ity studies conducted in Iraq, citing its 
robust study design, the experience 
and independence of the research 
team, the short time elapsed since the 
deaths it documented and its consis-
tency with other measures of violence 
in occupied Iraq.

The Lancet study was conducted 
over 11 years ago, after only 40 months 
of war and occupation. Tragically, that 
was nowhere near the end of the dead-
ly consequences of the Iraq invasion.

In June 2007, a British polling firm, 
Opinion Research Business (ORB), con-
ducted a further study and estimated 
that 1,033,000 Iraqis had been killed by 
then. 

While the figure of a million people 
killed was shocking, the Lancet study 
had documented steadily increasing 
violence in occupied Iraq between 2003 
and 2006, with 328,000 deaths in the 
final year it covered. ORB’s finding that 
another 430,000 Iraqis were killed in 
the following year was consistent with 
other evidence of escalating violence 
through late 2006 and early 2007. 

Just Foreign Policy’s “Iraqi Death 
Estimator” updated the Lancet study’s 
estimate by multiplying passively 
reported deaths compiled by British 
NGO Iraq Body Count by the same 
ratio found in 2006. This project was 
discontinued in September 2011, with 
its estimate of Iraqi deaths standing at 
1.45 million.

Taking ORB’s estimate of 1.033 mil-
lion killed by June 2007, then applying 
a variation of Just Foreign Policy’s 
methodology from July 2007 to the 
present using revised figures from Iraq 
Body Count, we estimate that 2.4 mil-
lion Iraqis have been killed since 2003 
as a result of our country’s illegal inva-
sion, with a minimum of 1.5 million 
and a maximum of 3.4 million.

These calculations cannot possibly 
be as accurate or reliable as a rigorous 
up-to-date mortality study, which is 
urgently needed in Iraq and in each of 
the countries afflicted by war since 
2001.  But in our judgment, it is impor-
tant to make the most accurate esti-
mate we can.

Numbers are numbing, especially 
numbers that rise into the millions. 
Please remember that each person 
killed represents someone’s loved one. 
These are mothers, fathers, husbands, 
wives, sons, daughters. One death 
impacts an entire community; collec-
tively, they impact an entire nation.

As we begin the 16th year of the Iraq 
war, the American public must come 
to terms with the scale of the violence 
and chaos we have unleashed in Iraq. 
Only then may we find the political will 
to bring this horrific cycle of violence 
to an end, to replace war with diplo-
macy and hostility with friendship, as 
we have begun to do with Iran and as 
the people of North and South Korea 
are trying to do to avoid meeting a 
similar fate to that of Iraq.

—Common Dreams, March 15, 2018

https://www.commondreams.org/
views/2018/03/15/iraq-death-toll-
15-years-after-us-invasion
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Colombia and Cuba: a Tale of Two Countries
By W.T. Whitney

Colombia and Cuba dif-
fer. Colombia is a good friend of the 
United States while revolutionary Cuba 
is a U.S. enemy. Individuals and groups 
of people are abused in Colombia. In 
Cuba they are safe.

The U.S. military uses Colombia as 
a springboard for control of a region. 
Officials in Washington easily tolerate 
the suffering and marginalization of 
many Colombians.

In 1948 Colombia hosted the conti-
nent-wide meeting in Bogota that, 
under U.S. auspices, established the 
Organization of American States. It was 
charged with preventing communists 
from taking power in the Americas.

Nevertheless, Cuba’s socialist revo-
lution happened. With new resolve, the 
U.S. government funded, advised, and 
provided troops and equipment to 
Colombian governments engaged in 
suppressing a Marxist-Leninist insur-
gency, the FARC.

Colombia participates in the global 
market economy. In 2015 its exchange 
in goods and services solely with the 
United Stated accounted for $40 bil-
lion. In 2016 Colombia’s exchange 
with the United States in goods ranked 
25th among U.S. trading partners.

All the while the United States has 
assaulted Cuba’s trade with other 
nations and Cuba’s access to interna-
tional banks and credit. Formerly it fos-
tered terrorism against the island. Now 
the Trump administration has tightened 
travel restrictions and is causing new 
difficulties for Cuba on the basis of 
probably fictional “sonic attacks” against 
U.S. embassy employees.

What happens at the level of policy-
making policy is one thing.  What hap-
pens to people where they live is anoth-
er. Conditions of life for most Cubans 

and for most Colombians are hardly 
the same.

In Colombia, social and community 
leaders have regularly been assassinat-
ed: 78 in 2013, 55 in 2014, 63 in 2015, 
80 in 2016, over 100 in 2017, and 45 in 
the first three months of 2018. An 
increase after 2016 coincides with the 
end of armed conflict between the gov-
ernment and FARC insurgents. Former 
guerrillas are being killed at a great rate.

April 9 marks Colombia’s 
“National Day of Remembrance and 
Solidarity with Victims.” Related pub-
licity often cites the number of victims 
of armed conflict since 1985. Official 
records say that, as of 2017, 260,000 
persons were killed, 60,000 were disap-
peared, and 7.1 million were displaced.

On April 6, reporter Libardo Muñoz 
indicated that “between January and 
March of 2018 16 Wayúu children in La 
Guajira had already died of malnutri-
tion.”  Between 2012 and 2016, 244 
indigenous children died of the same 
cause in that department.  Citing 
UNICEF data, the report claims that, 
“one-in-ten children in Colombia suf-
fers the consequences of under-nutri-
tion.”  Supposed causes of malnutrition 
deaths in Colombia include “lack of 
food, drinkable water, medical care” and 
the role of “landholders, paramilitary 
violence, and indifference by the state.”

Todd Howland, representative in 
Colombia of the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, on March 16 released 
the 2018 version of an annual report on 
human rights in Colombia. It would be 
heading for the UN Council on Human 
Rights in Geneva.

According to colombiaplural.com, 
the 17-page report “speaks of a country 
whose civil society suffers from the 
indolence of the state, incapacity to 

imagine a new way of doing things, 
ambitions of legal and illegal business-
es, corruption, impunity, and the atti-
tude of some elites more obsessed with 
politicking than with peace or the qual-
ity of life of the inhabitants.”

The report focuses on rural 
Colombia where “the presence of the 
state, represented exclusively by securi-
ty forces looking to impose authority 
through force, has contributed little to 
generating positive and sustainable 
changes for the communities.” Violence 
has escalated due to “a precarious 
implementation of the peace agreement 
signed between the government and the 
FARC.” Paramilitaries and Colombia’s 
army have moved into territories for-
merly occupied by the insurgents.

Things are different in Cuba. There’s 
ample documentation that under social-
ism, Cubans benefit from accessible, 
comprehensive healthcare; a widely-
admired and accessible educational sys-
tem; guarantees for a secure old-age and 
housing for all; wide availability of cul-
tural and sport activities, and compre-
hensive mitigation of natural disasters.

The difference in people’s lives in 
Colombia and in Cuba is evident from 
individual’s stories of oppression and 
of hopes for a better future as well as 
from summary reports and data.

Colombian Hernando Vanegas died 
April 6 in exile in Sweden. His close 
friend Dick Emanuelsson, a journalist 
there, paid homage by describing his 
political travails. As a young doctor, 
Vanegas provided healthcare to 
deprived indigenous peoples in the 
Sierra Nevada, close to Colombia’s 
Caribbean coast, not far from La 
Guajira. By the early 1990s, he had 
joined the Patriotic Union (UP), a left-
leaning electoral coalition formed in 
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1985 by former FARC guerrillas and 
Communist Party members.

Subsequently UP activists were 
massacred by the thousands, mostly by 
paramilitaries.  Having been arrested 
and tortured, Vanegas in 1997 left for 
exile in Costa Rica. Later, assailants 
killed two brothers remaining in 
Colombia. With Colombian intelli-
gence agents on his trail in Costa Rica 
in 2005, he departed for Sweden.

In 2017 Emanuelsson interviewed 
Vanegas about Cuba’s offer to provide 
scholarships for 1000 former FARC 
guerrillas to study medicine at Cuba’s 
Latin American School of 
Medicine. Summarizing the conversa-
tion, Vanegas wrote that “the Cuban 
revolution offers us one more demon-
stration of the significance of proletar-
ian internationalism, or if you don’t 
like the word, of eternal solidarity of 
the Cuban revolution with all the peo-
ples of the world.”

“The ones who gain would be the 
Colombian state that could resolve a 

problem threatening to turn into a 
social explosion and the Colombian 
people who would see their demand 
satisfied for accessible, high-quality 
medical care.” “We know,” Vanegas 
adds, “that medical education in 
Colombia is for the elite…[T]he great 
majority [of students] are from the fifth 
and sixth-strata (of socio-economic 
class, the sixth being the top level.) They 
leave the university with a mercantile 
vision of practicing their profession.”

He concludes: “Cuba, an exporter 
of healthcare, [is] an example of social 
peace, education, and of the humani-
tarianism of a revolution. As a people, 
the Cubans have no reservations about 
giving up part of the little they have…
in order to share it with their class 
brothers in Colombia.”

Ultimately, it seems, the government 
of one country abuses its people and 
serves an imperial power, while the gov-
ernment of another country serves all of 
its citizens, fights to protect its indepen-
dence, and, more, works to improve 
people’s lives elsewhere.  Nevertheless, 

Colombia and Cuba are as one in hav-
ing to respond in one way or another to 
the neighborhood bully.

Cuban political journalist Manuel 
Yepe clarifies the difference that is 
Cuba: “Among the many unique quali-
ties of the Cuban political process…is 
the achievement of social peace in 
Cuba. It’s a phenomenon unthinkable 
in most other nations of the continent 
including, of course, the United States.” 
Moreover, “Very few Cubans agree to 
align themselves…under the directions 
of a foreign government that openly 
proclaims itself to be an enemy of the 
independence, identity and social jus-
tice objectives of Cubans.”

W.T. Whitney Jr. is a retired pediatri-
cian and political journalist living in Maine.

—CounterPunch, April 17, 2018

h t t p s : / / w w w . c o u n t e r p u n c h .
org/2018/04/17/colombia-and-cuba-a-
tale-of-two-countries/

Talking to North Korea
By Margaret Kimberley

The Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK), commonly referred 
to as North Korea, has every right to 
develop nuclear weapons. It is a sover-
eign state and should be able to pro-
duce weapons that the United States or 
other nations already possess. In any 
case the Koreans would be very foolish 
not to have the protection that may 
keep the empire at bay. The DPRK is 
acutely aware of the fate that befalls 
nations that do not possess these arms. 
Iraq attempted to create a nuclear pro-
gram but it was destroyed by Israel in 
an airstrike. Libya didn’t have a nuclear 
program and neither did Syria—all 
were attacked by the United States and 
NATO because they were naked in the 
face of aggression. American hysteria 

over North Korean nuclear develop-
ment is a fraud that must be ignored. 
The DPRK’s right to self-determina-
tion must be defended.

It certainly must be defended now 
in the wake of a possible meeting 
between Donald Trump and DPRK 
supreme leader Kim Jong-Un. Trump 
is as dangerous as any other American 
president. His pronouncements can’t 
be trusted, even if they appear to align 
with the correct position. One moment 
Trump declares that he will rain “fire 
and fury” on the DPRK but later takes 
credit when that government engages 
in peace talks with other nations. No 
one can forget his bizarre “rocket man” 
remarks in a speech at the United 
Nations.

Now there is the possibility of talks 
between Trump and Kim. But as soon 
as the announcement was made 
Democrats made clear that they love 
the American empire as much as 
Republicans do. Hillary Clinton, whose 
miscalculations and hubris put Trump 
in the White House, was first out of the 
gate. She warned of danger should 
Trump speak to Kim. She was joined 
by Democratic hawk pundit, Rachel 
Maddow, who sputtered her disap-
proval of a possible rapprochement. 
Maddow pointed out that no other 
president had ever met a North Korean 
leader and in Maddowland that means 
it should never happen, especially if a 
Republican might get the credit. 
Elizabeth Warren, another faux pro-
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gressive, added her disapproval and 
warned of giving Kim a “prize.”

Democrats are partly motivated by 
fear of a Trump success but they are 
also firm believers in American imperi-
alism. They happily go along with the 
notion that the world belongs to Uncle 
Sam. They take umbrage only at 
Trump’s ignorance and unpredictabil-
ity. But they have no problem with the 
DPRK or any other nation being con-
strained by U.S. foreign policy dictates. 
None of them oppose sanctions 
imposed on the DPRK and all of the 
critics insist that Kim promise to give 
up weapons he obviously wanted.

Of course Trump and his team are 
amateurish, distracted by Mueller’s 
Russiagate investigation, and unin-
formed about the rest of the world. No 
one knows what they will say or do and 
no one should be shocked if the meet-
ing never takes place. But it is clear that 
the corporate media and foreign policy 
establishment are unhappy at the pros-
pect of progress.

Only Trump would call a foreign 
leader “rocketman” and publicly 
threaten to destroy his country, but his 
feelings about the DPRK nuclear pro-

gram are shared by Democrats and 
their friends in corporate media. None 
of them acknowledge the DPRK’s sov-
ereign rights. All of them call Kim 
crazy, erratic, a despot, a killer. Foreign 
leaders who won’t do as Washington 
demands are always vilified and 
demonized. The invective proves little.

Democrats are no better than 
Republicans in this regard. They always 
conclude that only the United States 
and its friends have rights. Everyone 
else should happily accede to their 
demands or else be threatened with 
destruction.

Of course Trump is still Trump. 
There are reports that he didn’t inform 
his own foreign policy staff before 
accepting the offer to meet with Kim. 
He may renounce himself by imposing 
demands the DPRK cannot accept. 
Only time will tell but one thing is cer-
tain. America cannot be trusted with 
the safety of the world no matter which 
party is in charge of its foreign policy. 
Those courageous few who speak out 
in defense of other nations are side-
lined and ridiculed. It is a given 
declared by the duopoly that some-
thing must be done about the DPRK. 

In fact there is nothing for America to 
do. The dangers of North Korean mis-
sile testing were all a bipartisan cre-
ation. But Kim’s determination paid 
off. His country may be punished by 
sanctions but he has a measure of secu-
rity he would not have had if he had 
not persevered in his goal.

Nuclear proliferation is a serious 
issue but the United States is a big part 
of the problem. Its ally, Israel, has an 
unacknowledged arsenal yet demands 
no other country in the region acquire 
what it has. Israel works with the 
Trump administration to undermine 
the nuclear agreement with Iran but 
neither Republicans nor Democrats 
say anything about the subversion of 
that hard fought diplomatic effort.

The American political duopoly, 
corporate media and military indus-
trial complex are the cause of every 
serious problem in this country and in 
the rest of the world, too. Kim Jong-Un 
and other leaders can only try to defend 
themselves from the onslaught. World 
peace depends on their ability to 
achieve security. That is what we must 
always defend.

—Black Agenda Report, March 14, 
2018

https://blackagendareport.com/free-
dom-rider-talking-north-korea
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Update: On Friday, April 27, 2018 in 
New York, former Black Panther 
Herman Bell was released from prison 
for the first time in nearly 45 years, after 
a judge rejected a lawsuit challenging his 
upcoming release on parole. Bell was 
sentenced to 25 years to life in prison for 
the killing of two New York City police 
officers in 1971. At the time, he was a 
member of the Black Liberation Army 
and a former Black Panther. Since then, 
he has mentored thousands of young 
men while behind bars and kept a clean 
disciplinary record.1

March 29, 2018—Earlier this 
month, the New York State Parole 
Board did its job. It elected to grant 
parole to 70-year-old Herman Bell, a 
former Black Panther who has served 
nearly 45 years in prison after being 
convicted of the 1971 murders of two 
New York City police officers. The 
board’s decision is long overdue: Bell 
has been eligible for parole since 2004 
and has been denied on seven previous 
occasions, despite determinations from 
the state’s Department of Corrections 
and Community Supervision that he 
has an extremely low risk of recidivism, 
a high likelihood of successful transi-
tion into free life, and an impressive 

institutional record of education, men-
toring, and community work.

Bell’s eighth hearing was an impor-
tant litmus test for whether the parole 
board, which this year includes five new 
commissioners, would follow its own 
guidelines or bend, once again, to the 
political will of police unions and poli-
ticians, who make no secret of their 
desire to see the aging Black Panther die 
in a cage. In 2017, parole board admin-
istrators brought in new regulations in 
an attempt to instantiate what should 
have long been standard practice: bas-
ing parole decisions on an evaluation of 
the inmate’s risk to the public instead 
of the nature of the crime that led to 
their incarceration.

The fact that the board now faces 
fierce backlash and pressure to reverse 
its decision from powerful police 
unions and politicians risks stymying 
further steps in the right direction when 
it comes to freeing inmates like Bell.

Bell was convicted along with two co-
defendants in 1975 for the murders of 
officers Joseph Piagentini and Waverly 
Jones. He was sentenced to 25 years to 
life. During his decades of incarceration, 
he’s earned degrees, launched educa-
tional programs, mentored fellow 
inmates, and also maintained close 
friends, a loving marriage, and a family. 
Beyond prison walls, he’s organized 
community gardening projects and 
homeless youth outreach initiatives. For 
the officers’ murders, he has expressed 
remorse and taken responsibility.

Bell is one of 15 former Black Panthers 
still incarcerated in the U.S., most of 
whom were also convicted of murdering 
law enforcement officers in the 1960s 
and ’70s, at a time when the government 
targeted Black liberation fighters with 
ferocity. Since 2000, eight former BPP 

members have died while incarcerated; 
most were in their 50s and 60s. Albert 
Washington, one of Bell’s co-defendants, 
died in 2000 of liver cancer, at age 64. 
Long-term incarceration is said to 
add ten years to a person’s physical age, 
and at 70, Bell is in an age bracket with 
a recidivism rate of less than four per-
cent, according to DOCCS statistics.

When I met Bell at Shawangunk 
Correctional Facility three months 
before his February parole hearing, he 
walked with a limp, having been beat-
en by guards in the month prior. “The 
notion that some people never get 
out—how do you wrap your mind 
around that?” he asked me. Bell is the 
first former Black Panther convicted of 
murdering a police officer to be grant-
ed parole. If the parole board continues 
to follow its own regulations, he should 
not be the last.

It comes as little surprise that the 
New York City Patrolmen’s Benevolent 
Association (NYCPBA) is frothing at 
the mouth. For the powerful police 
union, the continued incarceration of 
prisoners like Bell is a moral crusade; 
an entire page on their website is dedi-
cated to “Keep Cop Killers In Jail,” 
encouraging the public to submit let-
ters of opposition whenever such pris-
oners are up for parole.

A statement from blustering 
NYCPBA president Patrick Lynch 
claimed that “to let this animal onto 
the streets is disgraceful.” (This same 
union leader blamed Eric Garner for 
his own death, defends stop and frisk, 
and has stated that penalties for police 
misconduct are too harsh.) But the 
NYCPBA is not campaigning alone: 
Last week, Mayor Bill de Blasio pub-
licly urged the parole board to reverse 
its decision.

Herman Bell is Free!
By Natasha Lennard
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Making no reference to Bell’s risk and 
needs assessments—the very consider-
ations that should guide parole decisions 
for prisoners who’ve already served their 
time—de Blasio wrote, “Murdering a 
police officer in cold blood is a crime 
beyond the frontiers of rehabilitation or 
redemption.” Meanwhile, Governor 
Andrew Cuomo has said he “disagrees” 
with the board’s ruling.

Beyond an ideological claim to the 
unparalleled mattering of “Blue Lives,” 
the parties urging that Bell’s parole be 
rescinded have scant grounds on which 
to force the parole board to act. The 
police union claims that the board 
failed to review the minutes from Bell’s 
1975 sentencing hearing and did not 
receive a victim’s statement from one 
of the slain officer’s surviving brothers. 
These alleged errors are unlikely to 
prompt a new hearing. Numerous vic-
tims’ statements were accounted for—
including that of Piagentini’s widow, 

who would see Bell rot in jail, and that 
of Waverly Jones Jr., the son of Officer 
Jones, who has called for Bell’s free-
dom for a number of years.

“The media-fueled hysteria concerning 
the parole board’s decision to release 
Herman Bell has caused me much distress,” 
Jones Jr. said in a statement read by Bell’s 
lawyer, Robert Boyle, at a press conference 
on March 23. “It seems that individuals 
with no knowledge of Mr. Bell or the cir-
cumstances that led me to support his 
release many years ago have taken it upon 
themselves to drum up hate and vengeance.”

New York State Assemblyman 
Charles Barron took to the podium at 
the press conference to send a message 
to the politicians attempting to block 
Bell’s parole. “Shut up and let justice 
prevail; shut up and stop trying to 
harass and intimidate the board,” he 
said, adding that both Cuomo and de 
Blasio “should be under investigation 
for obstruction” for seemingly attempt-

ing to intervene in the board’s decision.

While it may be unlikely that the 
parole board will reverse its decision 
with regard to Bell, a troubling prece-
dent is nonetheless set when some of 
the most powerful men and organiza-
tions in the state send a message to 
parole commissioners that rightful 
decisions like freeing Bell will be met 
with high-profile ire.

—The Intercept, March 29, 2018

https://theintercept.com/2018/03/29/
herman-bell-Black-panther-parole-
nypd-new-york/

1  “Man Who Killed 2 Officers in ’71 Is 
Released From Prison”

By Al Baker, April 27, 2018

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/27/nyre-
gion/herman-bell-parole.html?rref=collection%2
Fsectioncollection%2Fnyregion&action=click&co
ntentCollection=nyregion&region=stream&mod
ule=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacem
ent=8&pgtype=sectionfront

ICE Ends Detention Limits for Pregnant Women
By Julia Conley

March 29, 2018—Immigration offi-
cials will abandon efforts to spare most 
pregnant women from detention, 
according to new guidance issued by 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) Acting Director Thomas Homan.

The announcement, made in 
a memo written by Homan last 
December but not revealed until 
Thursday, was condemned by immi-
grant rights advocates.

Homan’s memo, entitled “Identification 
and Monitoring of Pregnant Detainees,” 
reverses guidance put forth by former 
Homeland Security Secretary Jeh Johnson 
during the Obama administration, which 
stated, “Absent extraordinary circum-
stances or the requirement of mandatory 
detention, pregnant women will generally 
not be detained by ICE.”

Some pregnant women were 
detained under the earlier guidance—

about 500 in 2016—but ICE will now 
err on the side of holding them in 
detention facilities rather than releasing 
them, as President Donald Trump con-
tinues his efforts to detain more immi-
grants than previous administrations.

Only women in their third trimester of 
pregnancy will still generally be released. 
Since the new policy went into effect, ICE 
has detained more than 500 pregnant 
women, according to the Huffington Post. 
As of March 20, 35 pregnant women were 
in immigration detention.

Christina Costantini, a journalist 
who has reported on immigration 
detention facilities, posted on social 
media about ICE’s extreme lack of 
preparation for—and interest in—pro-
viding proper care for pregnant women.

Two women told the Huffington 
Post last year that they had suffered 
miscarriages while in detention in 

immigration jails, and said that ICE 
employees had neglected to give them 
proper medical care.

“This new policy further exposes the 
cruelty of Trump’s detention and 
deportation force by endangering the 
lives of pregnant immigrant women,” 
said Victoria Lopez, senior staff counsel 
for the American Civil Liberties Union 
(ACLU), in a statement. “It removes 
critical protections for this vulnerable 
population and eliminates key report-
ing requirements for oversight of a 
detention system that needs more, not 
less, transparency and accountability.”

—Common Dreams, March 29, 2018

https://www.commondreams.org/
news/2018/03/29/further-exposing-cru-
elty-trump-ice-ends-policy-limiting-
detention-pregnant-womenen
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March 24, 2018—Late last month, 
roughly 80 immigrant men from 
Somalia, Kenya, and Sudan arrived at a 
remote, for-profit detention center in 
West Texas to await deportation. In the 
week that followed, the men were pep-
per-sprayed, beaten, threatened, taunted 
with racial slurs, and subjected to sexual 
abuse. The treatment they endured 
amounted to multiple violations of fed-
eral law and grave human rights abus-
es—and it all happened over the course 
of a single week. These are the findings 
of chilling new report by a collection of 
Texas-based legal advocacy groups.

The alleged abuse was so grave that 
advocates for the men have now filed a 
series of complaints with the 
Department of Justice, the Department 
of Homeland Security, and local 
authorities calling for investigations 
into what happened behind the locked 
doors of the detention facility. 
According to the advocates, the U.S. 
attorney’s office has forwarded those 
complaints, which included alleged 
hate crimes perpetrated by detention 
center guards, to the FBI.

The detention center in question, 
known as the West Texas Detention 
Facility, is operated by LaSalle 
Corrections, a for-profit outfit that, 
according to its website, “manages 18 
facilities with a total inmate capacity of 
over 13,000 and leases one facility to a 
law enforcement agency.” The report, 
published Thursday, March 22, 2018, 
provides a jarring glimpse inside the 
world of privatized immigrant deten-
tion, which the Trump administration 
is seeking to expand. The allegations 
bear disturbing similarities to 
other abuse claims made by detainees 
of African descent in recent weeks.

Compiled by the Texas A and M 
University School of Law Immigrant 
Rights Clinic, the University of Texas 

School of Law Immigration Clinic, and 
RAICES (Refugee and Immigrant 
Center for Education and Legal 
Services), a Texas-based legal organiza-
tion, the report is based on interviews 
with 30 Somali men who described 
their experiences at the West Texas 
Detention Facility from February 23 to 
March 2 of this year. The report points 
to consistent accounts of detention 
center personnel, including the warden 
of the facility, all of whom are contrac-
tors under U.S. Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement, engaging 
in deeply abusive practices.

“U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement’s (ICE) Enforcement and 
Removal Operations (ERO) takes very 
seriously any allegations of misconduct 
or unsafe conditions,” ICE spokesperson 
Leticia Zamarripa said in a statement to 
The Intercept. “ICE maintains a strict 
zero tolerance policy for any kind of 
abusive behavior and requires all staff 
working with the agency to adhere to 
this policy. All allegations are indepen-
dently reviewed by ICE’s Office of 
Professional Responsibility.  ICE has not 
been made aware of any allegations prior 
to this initial reporting from RAICES.”

The backgrounds of the men, who 
ranged in age from their 20s to their 
50s, varied. “Some came to the U.S. as 
refugees when they were children. 
Others entered recently with visas or 
without status,” the report says. Some 
of the detainees are married to U.S. 
citizens and have U.S. citizen children. 
One of the interviewees in the report 
who fits that description, a man whose 
name was given only as Taifa, came to 
the U.S. at age 12. He was convicted of 
marijuana possession in 2002. Twelve 
years later, ICE came to his home and 
arrested him. He has been moving 
through immigration court and the 
detention system ever since.

What all of the men have in com-
mon, the report notes, is that they “were 
in ICE custody for the sole purpose of 
effectuating deportation after receiving 
final orders of removal.” All of the men 
interviewed reported having been pep-
per-sprayed at least once during their 
week in detention, while 14 others—
nearly half of the interviewees—report-
ed other types of physical abuse.

Diana Tafur, a supervising attorney 
with RAICES who took part in the 
investigation, told The Intercept that 
for reasons of confidentiality, the full 
complaints detailing what the men 
experienced have not been made pub-
lic. Tafur said the network of groups 
that investigated the alleged abuse were 
initially tipped off by family members 
and attorneys for the men locked inside 
the West Texas facility. The interviews, 
which were conducted last week, cul-
minated in complaints filed with the 
U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Western 
District of Texas, the Department of 
Homeland Security’s Office for Civil 
Rights and Civil Liberties and its 
inspector general’s office, as well as 
local authorities.

“The assistant United States attor-
ney for the Western District of Texas 
responded right away and they did say 
that they had forwarded the informa-
tion to the El Paso division of the FBI,” 
Tafur said, adding that the “horrific 
abuse rose to violate various federal 
crimes, as well as civil violations.”

The Department of Justice did not 
respond to a request for comment.

Physical abuse
One detainee, a man called Dalmar, 

told the legal advocates that the warden 
of the West Texas Detention Facility 
hit him in the face four times while he 
was in the nurse’s office. “Are you 
going to let this happen?” Dalmar 

Week of Hell
Dozens of African detainees allege serial abuse and hate crimes at notorious private immigration jail

By Ryan Deveraux, José Olivares, Maryam Saleh
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recalled telling the medical staff, to 
which a staff member allegedly 
responded, “We didn’t see anything.” 
Dalmar claims he was then “placed in 
solitary confinement, where I was 
forced to lie face down on the floor 
with my hands handcuffed behind my 
back while I was kicked repeatedly in 
the ribs by the warden.”

“When I told him, ‘I‘ll get a lawyer to 
sue you,’ the warden responded, ‘We’ve 
got enough money,’” Dalmar claimed.

According to the LaSalle Corrections 
website, Mike Sheppard, a veteran cor-
rections officer, has overseen the West 
Texas Detention Facility as warden 
since 2015.

The Intercept reached out to the 
West Texas Detention Facility looking 
to speak to an official who could com-
ment on the report. A receptionist at 
the facility said, “Technically we’re not 
supposed to give out that information 
or we can’t give out that information.” 
When asked what specific categories of 
information the facility couldn’t give 
out, the receptionist replied, “Any 
information.” The receptionist then 
provided a number for LaSalle’s corpo-
rate office. The number connected to a 
voicemail box that had not been set up. 
The Intercept also called LaSalle’s 
Austin office. A receptionist there said 
an official with the company would or 
would not respond with comment later 
in the day. The company ultimately did 
not respond.

Under ICE’s 2000 National 
Detention Standards, as Thursday’s 
report notes, contractors working with 
the immigration enforcement agency 
are permitted to use force “only after all 
reasonable efforts to resolve a situation 
have failed. Staff must attempt to gain a 
detainee’s willing cooperation before 
using force, and under no circumstanc-
es should force be used to punish a 
detainee. Yet numerous detainees 
reported excessive use of force as pun-
ishment, without cause, and as the ini-
tial action taken in a situation.”

The complaints in the report shed 
light on the lack of enforcement 
options available under the standards 
and ICE’s unwillingness to ask private 
contractors “for strict adherence” to 
them, said Elissa Steglich, a professor at 
the University of Texas Law School’s 
immigration clinic. “These are con-
tractual arrangements with private cor-
porations, and we’ve seen ICE defer to 
their private interests,” she said.

The men interviewed for the report 
independently describe witnessing or 
being subjected to physical force that 
included multiple accounts of officers 
throwing detainees to the floor and, in 
one case, slamming a man’s head 
against the concrete “even though he 
did not resist.” The report adds: “One 
of the detainees, Sharmaarke, alleged 
that LaSalle corrections officers sexu-
ally assaulted him by fondling his penis 
and groin area over his clothes while he 
was pushed against the wall.”

“This happened to him multiple 
times,” the report claims.

Solitary confinement
In addition to the physical abuse, 

the detainees who had been through 
the West Texas facility described use of 
solitary confinement—what the gov-
ernment euphemistically refers to as 
“administrative segregation”—that 
appears inconsistent with the guide-
lines ICE contractors are required to 
abide by.

Under those rules, a committee at 
the facility is required to hold a hearing 
and issue a formal order before a 
detainee is removed from the general 
population. “None of the detainees we 
talked to who were placed in solitary 
confinement were provided copies of 
their segregation orders, found guilty of 
committing a prohibited act at a hear-
ing, or posed a threat,” the report notes.

Instead, the report suggests a pattern 
of detainees being thrown into solitary 
for arbitrary or vindictive reasons, 
including asking for socks and under-

wear, talking too loudly to the warden, 
and asking to be sent back to Somalia.

Thursday’s report comes just weeks 
after an Intercept story on strikingly 
similar complaints made by a group of 
Somali detainees at an immigration 
detention center 1,800 miles away from 
western Texas—the Glades County 
Detention Center in Florida. Since 
December, dozens of Somalis who 
were on a botched deportation flight 
that was returned to Miami have been 
in detention, several of them accusing 
guards at the detention facility of vio-
lent assaults and racism. (ICE has 
denied the allegations.)

Detainees in Texas reported being 
pepper-sprayed on multiple occasions, 
leading, in some cases, to difficulty 
breathing and coughing up blood; 
being placed in solitary confinement as 
a form of punishment, including after 
being pepper-sprayed; and being the 
subject of racial epithets from guards at 
the detention facility. Similarly, some 
detainees at Glades reported that 
guards used pepper spray against them 
as a form of punishment, including by 
spraying into a crowded cell, making it 
difficult to breathe. The Glades detain-
ees also said that they were sent to 
segregation units after making com-
plaints and that they had experienced 
racism at the jail. “They called them 
‘niggers.’ They called them ‘boy.’ 
They’ve said things like, ‘We’re send-
ing you boys back to the jungle,’” Lisa 
Lehner, one of the attorneys represent-
ing the Glades detainees, told The 
Intercept last month.

At the West Texas facility, detainees 
similarly reported guards using racist 
language when addressing them. “Shut 
your black ass up. You don’t deserve 
nothing. You belong at the back of that 
cage,” one detainee recalled an officer 
saying. “Boy, I’m going to show you. 
You’re my bitch,” recalled another. 
“You are a terrorist,” said a third.

“The pattern and practice of abuses 
LaSalle corrections officers engaged 
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against the group of African detainees 
over the course of a week amounts to 
hate crimes, conspiracy against rights, 
and a deprivation of rights under color 
of law,” says the report. “The officers 
used epithets (‘terrorist’ and ‘boy’ and 
‘n*’) in combination with beatings, 
broad and indiscriminate use of pep-
per spray, and routine and arbitrary 
use of segregation and other violations 
to demean and injure the men.”

By congressional mandate, ICE is 
required to meet a quota of 34,000 beds 
filled each day. The Trump administra-
tion has sought to increase that number 
to 51,000. Housing that many people 
requires significant resources devoted 
to medical care. In that area, too, the 
West Texas Detention Facility appears 
to have fallen woefully short.

Medical abuse
In 2015, Taifa, the man who came to 

the U.S. at age 12 and now has a U.S. 
citizen family, was involved in a car 
accident where he shattered his pelvis 
and suffered brain trauma. According 
to the report, his injuries require mul-
tiple medications and psychiatric care. 
However, since he was detained, Taifa 
said he had not received medications or 
had access to a psychiatrist. A detainee 
named Mohamed, who claims to suffer 
from post-traumatic stress disorder 
resulting from the torture and murder 
of family members in his home coun-
try, added that he was denied medica-
tion to treat his PTSD at the facility. He 
also claimed that he had not received 
any medical care in response to him 
coughing up blood after being pepper-
sprayed several times.

Many of the men interviewed for 
the report have spent months or years 
in detention after receiving a final 
order of deportation because ICE was 
not able to deport them to Somalia. 
Steglich, the University of Texas Law 
School professor, said two deportation 
flights were canceled in the last month, 
without explanation from ICE. Many 
of the men did not have travel docu-

ments and could not reach their 
embassy, which might have been a 
reason for the delay, she noted.

“Overall, this raises a real question 
of the credibility of ICE engaging in 
pre-detention of folks who have been 
ordered deported without any assur-
ance that flights can actually happen,” 
Steglich said. “I think it’s significant 
that we saw weeks, if not months, of 
detention that we know of, and two 
flights not going forward. And that 
begs the question of the necessity of 
[ICE] detaining folks when they did 
and keeping folks detained.”

The West Texas Detention Facility 
has a history of scrutiny for its condi-
tions. In 2016, the ICE Office of 
Detention Oversight reported the 
detention facility had multiple deficien-
cies with discipline and health services. 
“A review of facility training records 
showed facility staff did not consistent-
ly receive required training on the use 
of non-lethal equipment, e.g., oleoresin 
capsicum (OC) spray,” ICE investiga-
tors found, using the name for the 
active ingredient in pepper spray.

A 2016 article from Fronteras Desk, 
a collaboration of public radio stations 
across the southwestern U.S., mentions 
detainees complaining of inhumane 
treatment at the facility, including some 
who said they were forced to use plastic 
bags as toilets. In May 2017, Mexican 
journalist Martín Méndez Pineda, who 
was seeking asylum in the U.S., wrote a 

Washington Post column on his experi-
ences at the West Texas Detention 
Facility, where he was held. It was there, 
he said, that he “experienced the worst 
days of my life.”

Alan Dicker from the Detained 
Migrant Solidarity Committee, a col-
lective that works with detained 
migrants, said the report’s findings 
were not surprising. But many detain-
ees will not speak out about conditions 
inside the facility, he added, out of fear 
of retaliation.

“They’re terrified,” Dicker told The 
Intercept. “I’ve had family members tell 
me their loved one will not tell them 
about what’s going on because they’re 
too afraid to do so.”

According to the LaSalle website, the 
detention center was owned by Emerald 
Corrections until April 2017, when 
LaSalle acquired it. Sheppard, the cur-
rent warden of the facility, was previ-
ously working for the facility under 
Emerald, according to LaSalle’s website.

Though complaints of abuse have 
dogged the West Texas Detention 
Facility for years, Steglich said the guards 
are no doubt emboldened by the anti-
immigrant rhetoric emanating from the 
highest levels of government. In January, 
for example, President Donald Trump 
reportedly used the word “shithole” to 
describe African countries.

“The rhetoric that we hear from 
high levels in the administration that 
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has been very negative, often with rac-
ist undertones regarding Africans in 
particular, in combination with their 
discussion of the countries being recal-
citrant, being terrorist supporting, and 
generally hostile toward America,” 
Steglich said. “That will feed a sense of 
impunity on behalf of corrections offi-
cers and jailers and give a sense of 
appropriateness of punishing immi-
grants rather than acknowledging that 
their detention is civil in nature only, 
and should not be punitive.”

Steglich added that the responsive-
ness of the U.S. attorney’s office to the 
alleged abuses, exemplified by the deci-
sion to share the information with the 
FBI, was encouraging. She said, “I’m 
heartened that they recognized the 
egregiousness.”

—The Intercept, March 24, 2018

https://theintercept.com/2018/03/24/
week-of-hell-dozens-of-african-detain-
ees-al lege-serial-abuse-and-hate-
crimes-at-notorious-private-immigra-
tion-jail/

 

By congressional 

mandate, ICE is 

required to meet a 

quota of 34,000 beds 

filled each day.  

The Trump  

administration has 

sought to increase 

that number to 

51,000.

For several centuries, Black captives 
in America’s slave prisons used Bible 
stories to support their long struggle 
for freedom.

In the long, dark night of bondage, 
people turned Bible tales into freedom 
songs, which were later called Negro 
Spirituals, such as this example:

Joshua fit the battle of Jericho, 
Jericho, Jericho:

Joshua fit the battle of Jericho—

And the walls come tumblin’ down.

For African captives, largely illiter-
ate, this song was a powerful prayer for 
Black liberation that echoed down the 
corridors of history.

In the mid-20th century, as young 
Black folks joined the Black Liberation 
Movement, the name, Jericho, retained 
the aura of freedom.

For 20 years now, the organization 
called Jericho, once led by the remark-
able revolutionary Safiya Bukhari, has 
been fighting for the freedom of Black 
revolutionaries, veterans of the Black 
Panther Party, the Black Liberation Army 
and other revolutionary formations.

Bukhari, herself a veteran leader in 
the Black Panther Party, a combatant 
in the Black Liberation Army and a 
Vice President in the Republic of New 
Afrika, fought long and hard for free-
dom for political prisoners and prison-
ers of war.

It was said that she did the work of ten 
people, but for those who knew Safiya, 
surely, this was an understatement. 

Safiya Bukhari remembered and 
loved for her courage, hard work and 
dedication to Black freedom, is no 
more; but Jericho, that which she gave 
her life energy to, is still with us.

And Jericho, the movement, is 
doing today what Black captives echo 
throughout time in sweet, tragic song, 
longing for freedom still:

Joshua fit the battle of Jericho—

And the walls came tumblin’ down!

 —Prison Radio, March 15, 2018

 Write to:

Mumia Abu-Jamal AM-8335

SCI-Mahanoy

301 Morea Road

Frackville, PA 17932

Good Night, Kiilu!
By Mumia Abu-Jamal

To the people in California, the 
name Kiilu Nyasha is familiar, like an 
aunt or some other relative.

For them, she was a voice of resis-
tance heard on public radio, mostly 
heard on her show, called “Freedom is 
a Constant Struggle.”

To former members of the Black 
Panther Party, she was Sister Kiilu, a 
former member of the New Haven 
chapter. During the 1970 murder trial 
of Bobby Seale and Ericka Huggins, 

JERICHO Freedom Movements
By Mumia Abu-Jamal 

Mumia Abu-Jamal
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Sister Kiilu served as a legal assistant to 
attorney Charles Garry, who defended 
many top Panthers.

During the trial Kiilu was known as 
Pat Gallyot.

In 2002, she published a remarkable 
article recounting her years in the 
party, titled: “A Chapter in the Life of 
the Party.”  Kiilu explained what 
attracted her to the Party, and the 
many roles she played as one of its 
elder members, by doing that which 
others could not. At the May 1, 1970 
rally to Free the Panthers and Halt the 
Vietnam War, she saw things she’d 
never seen before:

“Never in my life had I seen so 
many gathered in one place. Estimates 
ranged from 20,000 to 50,000 people, 
from all over the country and 
beyond.  The entire movement was 
represented.  To the fliers announc-
ing the May 1 event, we added: ‘Bring 
a can of food.’ So much food was col-
lected; we filled a whole room of 
Garry’s offices (close to the Green) 
for our Free Food Program.

“Rumors of impending violence 
sent a third of the Yale student body 
scampering home. It was the first 
time I ever saw National Guardsmen 
lining the side streets of the city, 
standing at attention holding rifles 
with bayonets. Bayonets!”

After she left the Party, she suffered 
from MS (Multiple Sclerosis) that left her 
paraplegic and confined to a wheelchair.

Yet, MS neither defined her, not 
stopped her.

She became an immensely talented 
artist. She worked as a journalist, com-
mentator and host of radio shows.

She worked for years as a supporter 
of Hugo “Yogi” Pinell, the late politi-
cal prisoner.

She was an endless and brilliant source 
of resistance to the System. She became a 
beloved and respected elder for young 
people in the Bay Area.  We remember 
Kiilu Nyasha, mother, artist, commenta-
tor, revolutionary and inspiration.

Source: Nyasha, K., “A Chapter in 
the life of a Panther,” San Francisco Bay 
View, October 23, 2002, pp, 1, 2, 10

—Prison Radio, April 12, 2018

Behind the Stage of 
the Trump Show

By Mumia Abu-Jamal

Most news reports and commentar-
ies on the Trump White House are 
delivered with an air of levity and con-
descension.

Trump is projected as a bumbler, an 
uninformed jokester who isn’t to be 
taken seriously. At best, reports on 
Trump’s exploits and tweets are given 
to the public as a kind of comic relief.

People laugh, throw up their 
hands—and move on.

Except—this ain’t a joke. Most daily 
newspapers have comics in them; they 
also have serious news coverage.

Trump—and the forces he has 
unleashed—are nothing to laugh about.

Consider what goes virtually unre-
ported during this time of levity and 
mirth: Trump has installed more U.S. 
judges in less time than most of his 
predecessors.

These efforts will change the courts 
for generations.

Moreover, leftist scholars who’ve 
examined this government argue that 
we are witnessing, in the false name of 
populism, a kind of neo-fascism, which 
augers a kind of Trumpian authoritari-
anism that is downright ominous.

John Bellamy Foster, an editor 
at Monthly Review magazine, writes 
that what mainstream media is calling 
“populism” isn’t that at all.  Foster 
argues that Trumpism is really a form 
of neo-fascism, which has elements 
similar to the European experiments of 
Italian fascism and German Nazism, 
masquerading as nationalism. 

Foster cites the work of Italian phi-
losopher, Julius Evola (1898-1974), 
who gave intellectual weight to the 
extreme xenophobia, exaltation of 
leaders and government/corporate col-
lusion that typified Mussolini’s rise 
during the 1930s.

He also notes how fascists find “sub 
intellectual” support vital to their 
efforts.

Trumpism isn’t a joke: It’s a form of 
politics that has a long and disastrous 
history in Europe.

Call it by its true name:  Neo-fascism.

Source: Foster, John Bellamy, “This is 
Not Populism,” Monthly Review, Vol. 
69: No. 2, June 2017, pp.1-24.

—Prison Radio, March 11, 2018
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When Babies Rebel
By Mumia Abu-Jamal

They came from across the country.

They assembled in almost 100 cities, 
and in cities around the world.

 Who are they?

 Teenagers,  High School students 
mostly. They were the survivors of the 
latest St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, 
from the carnage of a Florida school 
where a deeply troubled young man 
waged war against other young peo-
ple and made Marie Stoneman 

Douglass High the latest death-site, 
like Sandy Hook, Virginia Tech, 
Columbine.

But something new emerged from 
the death and destruction in Parkland, 
Florida.

The children rebelled.

They looked at the so-called adults 
who were supposed to protect them, 
and, perhaps for the first time, truly 

saw them. These adults, police and 
politicians, looked at their pain, their 
trauma, and barely raised an eye-
brow. They were too busy protecting 
the gun lobby—the NRA—who paid 
millions for such service.

 They learned that if it was conflict 
between their worth as children, and 
interests of the rich and powerful, 
they would lose.

So they screamed at the adult 
world, its hypocrisy, its evil—and they 
rebelled.

They protested, and shook the 
nation.

They woke from their childish 
slumber, and saw politics as the poi-
son it’s always been.

Their voices—so youthful and 
new—now echo around the world as 
a new youth movement emerges.

They now know something that 
separates them from the play and folly 
of childhood.

They know that they can no longer 
depend on the adults.

They know that they must organize; 
or nothing will change.

 –Prison Radio, March 25, 2018

FREE 
M U M I A 
ABU-JAMAL
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In January, Strawberry Hampton, a 
trans woman incarcerated in Illinois, 
settled a lawsuit about repeated sexual 
and physical abuse she’d experienced 
by prison staff in the state’s men’s pris-
ons. What she endured isn’t limited to 
Illinois prisons, or to men’s prisons. 
Across the country, thousands of incar-
cerated people face sexual harassment, 
abuse and assault, frequently at the 
hands of staff. In the face of these 
attacks—and the reality of retaliation—
incarcerated people have come forward 
to file complaints and lawsuits, fighting 
back against system-wide abuse.

The pervasive problem of prison 
sexual abuse

In 2016, Hampton, then age 24, was 
transferred to Pinckneyville Correctional 
Center, a medium-security men’s pris-
on in Illinois. There, officers repeatedly 
made sexual comments and derogatory 
slurs toward her and her cellmate, anoth-
er trans woman. This was not the first 
time that Hampton had experienced 
sexual harassment by staff. “Everybody 
experiences some harassment [in pris-
on],” noted Alan Mills, executive direc-
tor of the Uptown People’s Law Center 
(UPLC), which works with people incar-
cerated throughout Illinois and repre-
sented Hampton in her suit. “Everybody 
who is trans or gender nonconforming 
gets more harassment.”

But at Pinckneyville, the verbal 
abuse escalated into sexual abuse. 
According to her complaint filed with 
the courts, in March 2017, several staff 
members, including an internal affairs 
officer, entered Hampton’s cell. They 
forced her to put on a thong and her 
prison-issued bra. They forced her cell-
mate, a trans woman named Denashio 
Tester, to put on boxers. They forced 
the two to dance in a sexual manner, 
touching themselves and each other. 

They also grabbed Hampton’s breasts 
and buttocks. Over the next three 
months, these officers made these 
demands at least four times. Terrified, 
neither person reported these events.

All of these actions violate the Prison 
Rape Elimination Act (PREA), federal 
legislation designed to address and 
eliminate sexual abuse behind bars. 
But, as Hampton and Tester’s experi-
ences demonstrate, PREA frequently 
fails to either address or eliminate sex-
ual abuse. In jails and prisons across 
the country, incarcerated people are 
subject to sexual harassment, abuse 
and assault, frequently at the hands of 
staff. If they report these assaults, they 
risk retaliation, including greater vio-
lence, causing many to stay quiet.

As the #MeToo movement outside 
of prison walls continues to gather 
momentum, what about survivors who 
are locked away? And what happens 
when the assailants are the people who 
literally hold the keys to their lives?

The worst distillation of toxic 
masculinity

“Prisons are the worst distillation of 
toxic masculinity,” said Alan Mills. 
“That’s just the way we run prisons in 

this country. It’s all about inflicting 
punishment on people. It’s about the 
use of force in order to force compli-
ance to an arbitrary set of rules. It’s 
about dehumanizing people. It’s not 
surprising that this translates to harass-
ment and abuse.” The Uptown People’s 
Law Center is preparing to file an 
amended complaint on behalf of Janiah 
Monroe, a trans woman who was sexu-
ally assaulted several times by staff at 
Illinois’s Dixon Correctional Center.

Sexual abuse at the hands of staff 
isn’t limited to Illinois. In one year 
alone, the Department of Justice found 
that, in jails and prisons across the 
country, staff were responsible for more 
than half of sexual victimization. In 
state and federal prisons, trans people 
were more likely to experience abuse by 
staff than by other incarcerated people. 
This was certainly true for Stacy Rojas, a 
gender nonconforming person who was 
incarcerated at the Central California 
Women’s Facility (CCWF), the state’s 
largest women’s prison. Throughout 
14 years in prison, Rojas endured con-
tinued verbal harassment by prison staff 
because of gender identity.

In November 2015, after an officer 
called them a “stupid hoe,” Rojas told 

#MeToo Behind Bars
When the sexual assaulter holds the keys to your cell

By Victoria Law
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officers that they had been document-
ing these comments for weeks and 
would complain to the prison’s inter-
nal investigation unit. In response, 
officers ripped apart the contents of 
Rojas’s cell and attacked Rojas. When 
two of their cellmates said that they 
would report the attack, they too were 
assaulted. The officers slammed them 
to the ground, stomped on one of their 
breasts with a boot, strip searched them 
in view of male officers and cut their 
clothing off. Officers then placed all 
three in small programming cages for 
nearly 12 hours, denying them medical 
care and even the use of a bathroom. 
When they were taken out of these 
cages, they were placed in administra-
tive segregation, a form of solitary 
confinement in which a person spends 
23 to 24 hours each day locked in a cell 
without their belongings.

The limits of PREA
Among the officers who arrived at 

Hampton’s cell in March 2017 was an 
internal affairs officer. In prisons across 
the country, including Illinois, PREA 
complaints are investigated by internal 
affairs officers.

“What it shows is the total dysfunc-
tion of PREA,” stated Mills. “PREA on 
its face is great, but it depends on honest 
and thorough investigations into com-
plaints once they’re made.” That an 
internal affairs officer was not only pres-
ent, but participated, in the initial sexual 
abuse “sends a message to everybody 
that internal affairs is not to be trusted.”

In many jails and prisons, including 
California’s prisons, victims of sexual 
abuse have the option of calling the 
PREA hotline instead of filing a report 
with staff. But these forms of sexual-
ized violence experienced by Rojas and 
their cellmates may not be covered 
by California’s interpretation of the 
Prison Rape Elimination Act, which 
defines sexual harassment as repeated 
and unwelcome comments or gestures 
of a sexual nature. Given that the vio-
lence inflicted upon Rojas can be inter-

preted as a (non-sexual) assault, their 
only recourse is to file complaints, 
known as 602s, with prison staff. To do 
so, they first had to ask prison staff for 
602 forms; at first, staff refused to give 
them these forms. When they finally 
did, the grievances were lost or mis-
placed. Even when Rojas and their 
cellmates received a response, they 
reported that officers’ behavior 
remained changed.

Under the 1996 Prison Litigation 
Reform Act, incarcerated people must 
exhaust the prison’s administrative 
process (also known as the grievance 
process) before they are allowed to 
appear in court. In November 2017, 
Rojas, their two cellmates and a trans 
man at CCWF finally did so and were 
able to file a lawsuit charging that the 
continual sexual harassment, excessive 
force and subsequent denial of medical 
care violated the Eighth Amendment’s 
prohibition on cruel and unusual pun-
ishment. Their complaint demands 
more control and accountability when 
excessive violence, whether physical or 
sexual, occurs, as well as safe reporting 
options to a third party outside the 
prison.

Their lawsuit—and the subsequent 
publicity—encouraged others to come 
forward with their own stories of sexu-
alized violence by prison staff. The 
California Coalition for Women 
Prisoners, an advocacy organization 
working with Californians incarcerated 
in women’s jails and prisons, has com-
piled dossiers from 11 other people, 
mostly trans and gender nonconform-
ing people, detailing staff sexual abuse 
and misconduct. “This is systematic,” 
noted Sara Kershner, an organizer with 
the Coalition.

Officer retaliation
On May 24, 2017, after an officer 

verbally harassed them, Hampton and 
Tester threatened to file a PREA com-
plaint. That night, 16 officers pulled 
both women out of their cell. They 
cuffed Hampton behind her back and 

walked her to the shower, making so 
much noise that people in the nearby 
cells awoke and came to their cell doors 
to see what was happening. They bru-
tally beat her before cutting off her 
shirt, bra and pants and leaving her 
naked in a cold cell for several hours.

The following day, Hampton filed a 
PREA complaint about the physical 
and sexual abuse with mental health 
staff. According to her complaint, the 
internal affairs officer told her that, if 
she dropped the complaint, she and 
Tester could continue as cellmates. If 
not, he threatened her with fake disci-
plinary tickets that would leave her 
“buried in segregation” where she 
would not be fed or allowed to shower. 
Nonetheless, Hampton refused to drop 
her complaint. She spent the next three 
months in segregation as officers issued 
her disciplinary tickets for imaginary 
misconduct; they also continued to 
sexually harass and physically abuse 
her. Hampton filed grievance after 
grievance; none were ever investigated.

On August 23, 2017, Hampton was 
transferred to Menard Correctional 
Center, another men’s prison. Officers 
assaulted her on the hour-long bus 
ride. Once at Menard, she attempted to 
file a PREA complaint, but officers 
denied her and told her to “shut the 
fuck up.” That was only the start of the 
daily harassment and abuse at the 
hands of prison staff who, according to 
the complaint, “made it clear...that 
they knew she filed a PREA complaint 
about the sexual abuse she experienced 
at Pinckneyville and that they are going 
to punish her at Menard for speaking 
up against fellow IDOC (Illinois 
Department of Corrections) officers.” 
When Hampton again tried to file a 
PREA complaint, officers pepper-
sprayed her in the face.

By October, the verbal sexual 
harassment escalated. Hampton was 
placed in a holding cell with an incar-
cerated man known to be aggressive. 
While officers watched, he beat her. 
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When another person tried to inter-
vene, officers pepper-sprayed him and 
Hampton. In addition, officers on the 
night shift threatened to physically 
hurt Hampton if she did not perform 
for them by moving her body in sexual 
ways, touch herself sexually and expose 
herself to them. Meanwhile, Hampton 
received a letter from the prison’s war-
den stating that, because she had no 
physical or video evidence or witness-
es, her PREA allegations were unsub-
stantiated.

Fortunately for Hampton, she had 
legal support. While at Chicago’s Cook 
County Jail awaiting trial, she had been 
part of a lawsuit about the jail’s exces-
sive force and was still in contact with 
attorneys from the Roderick and 
Solange MacArthur Justice Center. 
With the support of attorneys from the 
Center and their co-counsel from the 
Uptown People’s Law Center, she filed 
suit against the Department of 
Corrections.

Over 20 men incarcerated at 
Pinckneyville submitted affidavits 
attesting to the repeated sexual abuse 
against Hampton. Some even testified 
at the hearing. One witness, Edward 
Taylor, testified that staff told him ear-
lier that morning, “You better not run 
your mouth.” Despite the threat and 
fear, he told the court about the vio-
lence he witnessed against Hampton, 
adding, “I’m in fear for my life being 
here today.”

This fear of retaliation keeps not 
only witnesses, but often victims of 
staff violence from coming forward. 
“There’s always a risk,” Mills said, 
pointing out that prison staff have total 
control over a person’s life in prison, 
including leaving their cell, accessing 
food or phone calls or visits. But, he 
adds, “What’s surprising is how many 
people are willing to stand up and take 
that risk on behalf of somebody else 
that they don’t know very well.”

Witnesses are often key not only to 
winning (or at least settling) in court, 

but also encouraging survivors not to 
stay silent. In Illinois, after inadver-
tently walking in on the sexual abuse 
that Janiah Monroe was experiencing, 
Patrice Daniels, another person incar-
cerated at Dixon, confronted the abu-
sive officer and helped Monroe file a 
grievance.

Despite her settlement, Strawberry 
Hampton remains in segregation in a 
(different) men’s prison. Part of her 
settlement simply instructs the Illinois 
Department of Corrections to do 
what it was supposed to be doing to 
begin with—its Gender Identity 
Disorder Committee will review 
Hampton’s placement and mental 
health care; the committee will then 
decide where she will stay for the 
duration of her sentence.

Hampton had initially been sched-
uled to be released from solitary con-
finement into the general prison popu-
lation in March, but was charged with 
assaulting an officer. If found guilty, 
her time in isolation will be extended. 
In addition, Hampton’s past charges 
come with a loss of good time, or time 
off one’s prison sentence. Some of her 
previous misconduct tickets, written in 
retaliation for her reporting, resulted 
in a loss of good time. “She would be 
out sooner, if not already, were it not 
for those tickets,” said Mills.

Meanwhile, she continues to suffer 
sexual abuse, including rape threats 
from another man in the housing unit. 
She has also been denied access to the 
prison’s mental health group for peo-
ple in segregation. Faced with the bleak 
prospect of an indeterminate time in 
isolation, continued sexual abuse and 
no recourse, Hampton has attempted 
suicide four times. Each time, Hampton 
spent one day wearing a stiff suicide-
proof smock in a crisis cell, or a cell 
devoid of everything save a concrete 
slab. Each time, she was returned to 
segregation after that one day. She con-
tinues to be denied access to mental 
health treatment.

On March 8, the UPLC filed anoth-
er lawsuit, this time demanding that 
Hampton be released from solitary 
confinement, provided with mental 
health treatment and transferred to a 
women’s prison. At the same time, 
activists have launched a call-in cam-
paign demanding that the Department 
of Corrections release Hampton from 
solitary confinement and transfer her 
to a women’s prison.

In California, Rojas is now out of 
prison. The three other plaintiffs are 
still incarcerated. Since filing suit, the 
three have experienced verbal harass-
ment, but no additional physical 
attacks or sexualized violence. Kershner 
attributes this to the publicity and pro-
nounced public support that organiz-
ers, both inside and outside, galvanized 
immediately after the suit was filed.

Though now out of prison, Rojas is 
determined to change conditions for 
those still incarcerated. “Just because 
we are in prison doesn’t mean that we 
should not have our basic human rights 
protected,” Rojas stated in a press 
release after filing suit. “I do not want 
anyone else to go through what I did.”

Victoria Law is a freelance journalist 
who focuses on the intersections of incar-
ceration, gender and resistance. Her first 
book, Resistance Behind Bars: The 
Struggles of Incarcerated Women, 
examines organizing in women’s jails and 
prisons across the country. She writes reg-
ularly for Truthout and is a contributor to 
the anthology Who Do You Serve, Who 
Do You Protect? Her next book, co-writ-
ten with Maya Schenwar, critically exam-
ines proposed “alternatives” to incarcera-
tion and explores creative and far-reach-
ing solutions to truly end mass incarcera-
tion. She is also the proud parent of a New 
York City high school student.

—Truthout, March 18, 2018

http://www.truth-out.org/news/
item/43867-metoo-behind-bars-when-
the-sexual-assaulter-holds-the-keys-to-
your-cell
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Elderly prisoners appeal for help
  In December 2017, Major Tillery, six-

ty-seven-years-old and imprisoned for life 
without the possibility of parole in 
Pennsylvania State Correctional Institution 
at Frackville made a proposal to 
Superintendent Kathy Brittain for reme-
dial policies and to stop the disrespectful 
and abusive treatment of the seniors.

“On behalf of all the Elderly 
Members of the General Population” 
Major Tillery asked for “humanistic 
consideration for health reasons” to 
implement some commonsensical, lit-
tle or no cost changes: housing unit 
adjustments for the elderly; modifying 
shower times; providing additional 
blankets and cold-weather clothing 
items like gloves and long-johns; vir-
tual visitation with even older parents. 
He also suggested a pilot program that 
combined seniors mentoring younger 
prisoners while getting their help in 
escorting the elderly in the prison. This 
program would “bridge the gap 
between the elderly and youth, create 
meaningful interaction—now and in 
the future with family and friends—
and educate about diversity of true 
ethnic cultural differences.”

Pennsylvania has the second highest 
percentage of elderly prisoners in the 
U.S., related to the fact that it is one of 
six states that have prison sentences of 
life without the possibility of parole. In 
1980 there were 370 elderly people in 
Pennsylvania’s state prisons, as of 2014 
there were 8000, which was 16 percent 
of Pennsylvania prisoners over the age 
of 55. As of January 1, 2018, the 
Department of Corrections (DOC) 
reported 10,442 inmates over the age of 
50. The consequences of lack of ade-
quate health care for any and all prison-
ers is exacerbated when it comes to 
elderly prisoners; years of prison life, 

including the food and quality of the 
water. The leading causes of death in the 
state’s prisons are heart disease, cancer, 
and liver disease. Studies establish that 
the elderly prison population is at high-
er risk for self-harm, suicide and victim-
ization by staff and other prisoners

On January 3, 2018, Major Tillery 
re-submitted his proposals to 
Superintendent Brittain, the Office of 
Legal Counsel to the DOC and the 
Deputy Secretary for the Eastern 
Region stating the denial of accommo-
dations for elderly prisoners is a viola-
tion of the American Disabilities Act as 
applied to the Elderly. He said, “It is 
cruel and unusual punishment for the 
elderly to be abused and mistreated by 
correctional staff, our primary caretak-
ers…. Medical and elderly care is part 
of reasonable care, custody and control 
[by the DOC] under color of law.”    

  The prison response is a once-a-
week activities program and to limit 
participation to the twenty-two pris-
oners at SCI Frackville who are over 65. 
This doesn’t even comply with the 
DOC recognition that in the prison 
system, 50-years-old is considered 
elderly. 

With the support of other elderly 
prisoners, Major Tillery on February 
16, 2018 gave notice to the Office of 
Legal Counsel for the Pennsylvania 
DOC and Superintendent Brittain:

“I am required to try and solve 
the Elderly Prisoners’ issues by law 
under the Prisoner Litigation 
Reform Act before seeking class 
action litigation. Superintendent 
Brittain you know this is a real issue, 
and I realize changes take awhile. 
However, not being taken seriously 
for something this important I have 
no other choice, to save my life and 
others. I’ve been housed in the hard-
est control units in the U.S. I have 

issues from years of isolation, star-
vation and other abuses while at 
Marion (infamous federal lock-
down prison,) they fed me one meal 
a day, in the dark and now I’m old 
and still going through it.”

Major Tillery asks for “proper med-
ical care opposed to dismissing our 
concerns and needs.” This complaint is 
for consideration of aging prisoners, 
eliminating lengthy periods of standing 
for count, or in line for medications 
and commissary or out in the cold 
between buildings or in the cell with-
out long johns, gloves, sweaters, extra 
blankets. It is also a demand to stop 
staff bullying and harassment of elderly 
prisoners for memory loss, inability to 
hear announcements, or time needed 
to walk through the prison from the 
cell to the mess hall to the infirmary. 
The proposals repeated the need for a 
mentoring program with younger pris-
oners that would also provide assis-
tance to seniors.

Excerpts of testimonials from 
Major Tillery, Terrence Poles and 

Clifford Smith
Read these in full at JusticeForMajorTillery.org

The New Forgotten Men and 
Women!

  By Major Tillery AM9786, 
January 18, 2018

Now we have a group of “New 
Forgotten Men and Women,” the 
elderly held in Pennsylvania. State pris-
ons. Take myself—in 1983 at the age of 
33 I entered the prison with a life sen-
tence, without the chance of parole. At 
that time I was both mentally and 
physically strong. Even back then I 
noticed how older people were being 
treated; the lack of concern that pro-
gramming for elderly assistance didn’t 
exist. Although I was 33 then, it struck 

  The New Forgotten
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me as wrong and on several occasions I 
complained to the administration on 
behalf of the elderly and mentally ill 
prisoners. This bothered me to the 
point that I filed a civil lawsuit on these 
issues. (Tillery v. Owens, a federal a 
lawsuit that ended double-celling—
four in a cell—in Pennsylvania prisons 
and required the Pennsylvania 
Department of Corrections to provide 
additional mental and medical health-
care to prisoners.)

The DOC has a humanitarian prob-
lem as it relates to how people treat 
other people

Now I face the same fears. Not 
dying, but to die among people and 
medical staff who would treat one of 
the dogs up here with more care and 
compassion than me. I’m not exagger-
ating, it’s true. I have it a little better 
than most older prisoners here, because 
after 35 years I helped raise a lot of 
these young brothers, so they check on 
me daily. But what about the others, the 
older people who are not Major Tillery? 
They get pushed around, cheated for 
phone time, medical treatment—just 
flat out dogged by both staff and other 
prisoners. I only get problems mostly 
from administration. So when the old 
people come to me, I try to bring their 
grievances with mine. And like I start-
ed—Forgotten Men and Women in 
1983 and now Forgotten in 2018…

Aging in Prison
  By Bro Tacuma/Terrence Poles 

BL5740

Neglect, carelessness and disrespect, 
are the main aspects of aging in prison 
that the general public isn’t fully aware 
of. First and foremost my name is 
Terrence Poles. I’m 55 years old, and 
I’ve been serving a DBI sentence since 
1989. (Death By Incarceration: AKA 
LIFE WITHOUT PennsylvaniaROLE.)

We’re neglected because the state 
doesn’t offer any meaningful or thera-
peutic programs for the elderly

Because of their carelessness and 
callousness, they won’t even give/allow 
me to use an extra mattress (for back 
pain and arthritis)

The disrespect is manifested in so 
many ways. We aren’t given thermals, 
vitamins, or nutrients and other things 
that will prolong our health and well-
being. There isn’t even a housing unit 
for the elderly. Some older individuals 
have serious medical issues, which may 
cause them to have to get in the show-
ers at certain times. Instead of having 
to wait until 3:00 P.M. standing for 
sometimes 15 minutes to 20 minutes 
just to get into the shower…

A Summary of Life, My Life as an 
Old Man

  By Clifford Smith AM8913 (AKA) 
Robert Amin Atkins

It’s (2018): I’ve been incarcerated 
for 36 years, watching my life, my 
hopes, dreams, and visions slip away. 
That’s my perception. It’s a reality that 
society, my correctional community see 
me, and all the elderly at SCI Frackville.

Is it unreasonable to request civil, 
fundamental, basic human rights for 
the elderly?  Fair treatment programs 
that inspire growth? Awareness of how 
to transition to old age? It’s a difficult 
task, with deliberate indifference from 
staff, and other inmates who don’t 
understand that they will eventually 
grow old, and die in prison. Why can’t 
we die with respect and dignity?

I’m fighting for the right to be 
treated fairly as we grow older. I’m 
afraid I will have my job taken from me 
because I am an old man and continue 
to question, challenge our treatment.

When you speak truth to power 
there are consequences; but we won’t 
be silent. The simple things we do day-
to-day are a challenge, like walking to 
the dining hall. I’m bumped, pushed 
just because I don’t move fast enough. 
If I don’t chew fast enough, I’m not 
allowed to finish my meal. I’ve outlined 

many examples of abuse and questions 
about the treatment of the elderly… In 
struggle, Amin (The Old Man)

You can help: tell prison offi-
cials elderly prisoners need respect 
and additional care:

Implement Major Tillery’s 
Proposals, including an elderly 
housing unit and a mentoring pro-
gram with younger prisoners; more 
medical attention; and appropriate 
clothing and additional blankets in 
cold weather

Call: SCI Frackville 
Superintendent Kathy Brittain, 
(570) 874-4516; Department 
Secretary, DOC Eastern Region, 
Michael Wenerowicz, (717) 728-
4122 or 4123. 

Email: Ra-contactdoc@pa.gov

For more information: 
JusticeForMajorTillery.org

Call/Write: 

Kamilah Iddeen (717) 379-9009, 
Kamilay29@yahoo.com

Rachel Wolkenstein, Esq. (917) 
689-4009, RachelWolkenstein@
gmail.com

Write to:

Major Tillery AM 9786

SCI Frackville

1111 Altamont Blvd.

Frackville, PA 17931
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Last month, the publisher of Prison 
Legal News became one of the latest orga-
nizations to take action against the 
nation’s prison systems for censorship.

The Human Rights Defense 
Center lawsuit targets the Illinois 
Department of Corrections and alleges 
that it keeps HRDC literature out of the 
hands of prisoners, including the month-
ly Prison Legal News magazine—which 
covers court rulings and other aspects of 
the criminal justice system. 

In January, after protests and a let-
ter calling out the unconstitutionality of 
book bans from the ACLU, New Jersey 
dropped a ban at two of its prisons of 
Michelle Alexander’s book The New Jim 
Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness. North Carolina also 
dropped a ban on the book.

That same month, New 
York Governor Andrew Cuomo 
reversed a policy that limited access to 
self-improvement books and literary 

works by authors such as Ernest 
Hemingway and Maya Angelou. 

But bans remain in other states 
including Mississippi, Texas and 
Florida and reinforce a prison environ-
ment that devalues humanity and pro-
tects a troubling status quo—a lack of 
knowledge and education for inmates 
struggling to remain out of the system. 

Supreme Court, reading 
and humanity

We read to understand and express 
ourselves, to connect with our human-
ity, and to understand our rights and 
learn better ways of protecting our 
constitutional freedoms. Those issues 
are especially important to prisoners, 
who are isolated from society and fre-
quently from one another. 

The actions of the ACLU and the 
HRDC and the tireless efforts of prison 
rights advocates highlight the significance 
of late Supreme Court Justice Thurgood 

Marshall’s words in response to a 1974 
case that dealt with issues of prison mail 
censorship and intellectual freedom.

In his Procunier v. Martinez opin-
ion, Marshall wrote of the importance 
of remembering the humanity of 
inmates, stating that “when the prison 
gates slam behind an inmate, he does 
not lose his human quality; his mind 
does not become closed to ideas; his 
intellect does not cease to feed on a free 
and open interchange of opinions.”

In 2010, the American Library 
Association adopted Marshall’s opinion.  

The Supreme Court has long recog-
nized that people in prison maintain 
their First Amendment rights. In 
its 1989 decision in Thornburgh v. 
Abbott, the Supreme Court prohibited 
blanket bans on books and required 
individual analysis for each work of 
literature to ensure no further restric-
tion than that reasonably related to 
legitimate penological interests. 

What possible interest is being served 
when Texas prohibits access to Alice 
Walker’s The Color Purple, but allows 
access to Hitler’s Mein Kampf? That state 
has banned about 10,000 books includ-
ing titles as benign as pop-up version 
of A Charlie Brown Christmas and pop-
ular mainstream fiction such as John 
Grisham’s A Time to Kill.

A practice rooted in the  
antebellum South 

Banning books and restricting liter-
acy in America is nothing new. 

At various times during slavery, 
teaching slaves to read was either com-
pletely outlawed or severely limited. 

After Nat Turner, a literate slave, led a 
Virginia uprising in 1831, the state made 
educating slaves even more difficult than 
it already was. Slave owners feared that 

Banning Literature in Prisons
Lawsuit among latest reminders that reading, education can help ensure that prisoners who gain freedom, keep it

By Myesha Braden, Michael Huggins and Courtney Alexander
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Turner’s education had enabled him to 
lead others to take up arms. 

In the minds of slave owners, pro-
hibiting the enslaved from reading 
about freedom would prevent them 
from wanting it. 

After the Civil War, Black 
codes and other vagrancy laws were 
used to replace slavery with incarcer-
ation and convict leasing—a system 
that kept Blacks working on farms for 
essentially nothing. And while there 
are significant differences between 
slavery and incarceration, both sys-
tems demand the suppression of 
thought, activity and expression.

Blacks were, and still are, left dispro-
portionately vulnerable to incarcera-
tion’s negative educational practices. 

In 2010, Alabama prison offi-
cials labeled as a security threat Slavery 
By Another Name, Douglas Blackmon’s 
Pulitzer Prize winning account of the 
systemic re-enslavement of Blacks fol-
lowing the Civil War through incar-
ceration and debt.

Alexander’s The New Jim Crow was 
labeled a security threat in Florida and 
banned for containing “racial over-
tones.” The book argues that the “war 
on drugs” and resulting mass incarcera-

tion are extensions of social constructs 
rooted in slavery and white supremacy.

Michigan has banned dozens of 
books, including Frantz Fanon’s Black 
Skin, White Masks, which critiques the 
effects of racism.  

Ex-slave and abolitionist Frederick 
Douglass once said that, “knowledge 
makes a man unfit to be a slave.” 
Knowledge also makes individuals less 
likely to become or remain incarcerated. 

Increasing literacy among inmates 
increases their ability to participate in 
the educational, vocational and work-
readiness programs that further 
decrease recidivism.

Allowing inmates access to books 
could assist some with successful reen-
try and ensure those who earn their 
freedom are able to maintain it. 

Just as pre-Civil War literacy bans 
perpetuated the institution of slavery, 
restrictions like those in Illinois, Texas, 
Michigan, Mississippi and Florida per-
petuate mass incarceration and ensure 
that prisons, jails and the industries 
that serve them continue to flourish.

Myesha Braden is the director of the 
Criminal Justice Project at the Lawyers’ 
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law. 
Michael Huggins is the George N. 
Lindsay Fellow for the Criminal Justice 
Project of the Lawyers’ Committee for 
Civil Rights Under Law. Courtney 
Alexander is a counsel for the Lawyers’ 
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law.

—USA Today, March 9, 2018

https://www.usatoday.com/story/
opinion/policing/spotlight/2018/03/09/
banning-literature-prisons-perpetu-
ates-system-ignores-inmate-humani-
ty/397501002/
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In 2017 Federal District Court Judge 
Charles Breyer denied the habeas appeal 
of DeWayne Ewing, an innocent man, 
based on the timeliness of his appeal 
rather than on the facts of the case, 
because of the Antiterrorism and 
Effective Death Penalty Act (AEDPA), 
passed in 1996 (the Senate voted 91-8) 
and signed by Bill Clinton. Part of the 
way Congress tried to make the death 
penalty “more effective” was to limit 
the ability of prisoners to appeal, espe-
cially to have multiple appeals. But the 
AEDPA also imposed for the first time 
a statute of limitation on petitions for a 
writ of habeas filed by state prisoners—
they must now file within one year after 
their date of direct review comes to an 
end. Because DeWayne was coerced 
into a plea deal and the review period 
ended in 2012, and he didn’t file 
his habeas until 2016, the judge ruled 
his appeal “untimely.” In the last sev-
eral pages of his decision, however, 
Judge Breyer acknowledged DeWayne’s 
claim of innocence, and described how 
he can submit a new habeas under the 
AEDPA based on innocence, which 
doesn’t carry the one-year limit. 

While the AEDPA tied the hands of 
the judge, it’s infuriating that legal 

technicalities overrule facts. As a young 
brother writes from Pelican Bay, 

“They don’t say I don’t have a 
righteous claim. Just that I can’t file it, 
because Congress wants me to: know 
my rights, know the law, know how to 
do an appeal, know the rules of the 
court, know how to read transcripts, 
etc., right after my trial ended in a 
certain amount of time, or else no 
appeal for me. Now this angers me, 
because I believe Congress knows rich 
people hire attorneys to do the work, 
but us street people, which is the 
majority, need to do our federal 
appeals ourselves. But we have a dead-
line to learn how to. Now that’s an 
effective way to legally suppress us…”

At this time DeWayne and his sup-
porters are seeking an attorney who 
can file his habeas appeal, because We 
know DeWayne is innocent. In January 
1994 23-year-old DeWayne and a girl-
friend discarded a condom as they left 
a park in the Oakland hills. A rape took 
place in the same park a few days later, 
and three days after the rape, police 
found the condom under a bush and 
put it with the rape kit. Thirteen years 
later in June 2007, police pulled 
DeWayne over for an illegal turn, and 
arrested him for rape on a cold hit 
DNA match. He’s been imprisoned all 
but 11 months since. Yes the condom 
is his, but there is no evidence of any 
kind that links the condom to the rape.

•	 The victim couple could not 
identify him in a police lineup. 

•	 His description does not match 
the police bulletin dispatched 
after the crime.

•	 There is none of his DNA, hair, 
fingerprints etc., in the car where 
the rape took place.

•	 There is none of his DNA on the 
victim’s vaginal swab or matted 
pubic hair in the rape kit.

•	 The victim’s DNA is not on the 
found condom.

•	 To get an arrest warrant, the DA’s 
office lied and told the judge the 
condom was found in the car 
where the rape took place, instead 
of under a bush several days later.

•	 The victim’s story remained con-
sistent from the night of the 
assault through her grand jury 
testimony—no condom was 
used. She was positive, because 
she had asked the rapists to use 
condoms and neither did. 
(DeWayne was charged with his 
cousin, who also maintains his 
innocence.) In his closing argu-
ment, the DA said that although 
the victim testified no condom 
was used, she was mistaken. He 
got an indictment.

After spending more than four years 
in Santa Rita County Jail without trial, 
DeWayne, refusing a plea deal and 
demanding a jury trial, finally won a 
court date.  After preliminary hearings 
on the morning of July 11, 2011, Judge 
Joseph Hurley, a former prosecutor 
and Alameda County chairman of the 
Republican Party, ordered the court-
room locked during the lunch break.

DeWayne was locked in the court-
room with only the district attorney, 
his lawyer and the judge. His  parents 
and his wife were locked 
out.  DeWayne’s attorney, who said he 
would “vigorously defend DeWayne,” 
with an “expert DNA witness prepared 
to testify,” told DeWayne he would not 
defend him after all. Judge Hurley 
threatened DeWayne with three life 
sentences if he insisted on a trial and 
lost. Frightened, intimidated and alone, 
DeWayne accepted a 25-year “deal.” 

In his Statement of Facts: The Story 
of a Found Condom, DeWayne writes, 

DeWayne Ewing and the Abomination of the AEDPA
By Charlie Hinton 

Book Review
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“This whole experience was new 
for me, my family and my wife. I did 
not realize that justice is not for all—
especially me, an innocent man 
trapped in the California penal sys-
tem. I am not a criminal. Now I truly 
realize the very shameful and illegal 
misconduct of both attorney William 
DuBois and Judge Joseph Hurley 
against me and my family. I did not 
take this deal intelligently. I wanted 
to face my accusers—for them to say 
to my face that I did this horrible act 
against them, which they never said I 

did. The very officials of the court 
that should protect me from injus-
tice violated my every right as an 
American citizen. This is a complete 
travesty of what the judicial system 
was meant to protect against.”

Please support DeWayne. Sign the 
petition to Alameda County District 
Attorney O’Malley demanding she 
reopen the case: 

https://campaigns.organizefor.org/
petitions/free-dewayne-ewing-an-inno-
cent-manat

Read DeWayne’s Statement of 
Facts—Facebook/DeWayne Ewing 
Ione, California: 

https://www.facebook.com/perma-
link.php?story_fbid=136458866718073
&id=100010618800567

Email freedomfordewayne@gmail.
com or call 510-228-9458 with legal 
assistance suggestions or for more 
information.

BOOK REVIEW

Murder Incorporated
Book Review by Greg Palast

Murder Incorporated: Empire, 
Genocide and Manifest Destiny, Book 
One: Dreaming of Empire

By Mumia Abu-Jamal and Stephen 
Viottoria

Published by Prison Radio

PrisonRadio.org

Why does a caged bird sing?  Well, 
this one sings with a warning shriek to 
wake the walking brain-dead.  Mumia 
writes, from his life-without-parole 

cage, that we are all imprisoned by a 
myth that kills:  American’s self-
claimed exceptionalism that chews on 
the bodies and souls those in the way of 
a greed-maddened imperial elite. 

Weirdly, it’s lots of fun. 

Co-authored with Stephen Vittoria, 
the stories jump from Pocahontas to 
Richard Pryor, Allen Ginsberg to Nat 
Turner’s rebellion. With tons of oh-
shit! revelations, quotes you want to 
underline, descriptions that combine 
jive poetry with erudite historical ana-
lytics, stuff you didn’t know and you 
now want everyone to know.

The book’s construction is insanely 
original, like nothing you’ve ever read, 
devoid of Lefty cant. Five-hundred 
years of America is a dive into a roaring 
flow of long quotes from voices of 
deranged despots and their academic 
quislings and words of impossibly cou-
rageous truth-tellers.

Here’s a random example from a 
hundred I could quote—the voice of 
the lionized Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
beating Manifest Destiny’s drum:

“It is race, is it not? That puts the 
hundred-millions of India under the 
dominion of a remote island in the 
north of Europe. Race avails much...

Race is a controlling influence in the 
Jew, who for two millenniums, 
under every climate, has preserved 
the same character and employ-
ments. Race in the Negro is of 
appalling importance...I chanced to 
read Tacitus ‘On the Manners of the 
Germans...’ and I found abundant 
points of resemblance between the 
Germans of the Hercynian forest, 
and our Hoosiers, Suckers, and 
Badgers of the American woods.”

It’s excruciating—as the authors 
simply let America embarrass itself.  
But then we are redeemed by Harriett 
Tubman, as a child slave, hiding four 
days in a pig-sty, fighting with a mama 
pig over the scraps and swill, a little girl 
starved for freedom—an image placed 
to foreshadow new cruelties set on 
Tubman’s children today.

What a story. Events and eras are 
gouged open and revealed, sometimes 
in just one or two sentences. But that’s 
all that’s needed to give you what the 
authors call, “the grim, black and white 
meat-hook of reality.”

Wow.  Read it.

Greg Palast is a Puffin Foundation 
fellow in investigative reporting and 
author of the New York Times bestseller 
The Best Democracy Money Can Buy.
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and a notice of the copyright ownership, permission is 
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retain all other rights.
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We call on the government of 
Ecuador to allow Julian Assange 
his right of freedom of speech.
If it was ever clear that the case of 

Julian Assange was never just a legal 
case, but a struggle for the protection 
of basic human rights, it is now.

Citing his critical tweets about the 
recent detention of Catalan president 
Carles Puidgemont in Germany, and 
following pressure from the U.S., 
Spanish and UK governments, the 
Ecuadorian government has installed 
an electronic jammer to stop Assange 
communicating with the outside world 
via the internet and phone. As if ensur-
ing his total isolation, the Ecuadorian 
government is also refusing to allow 
him to receive visitors. Despite two UN 
rulings describing his detention as 
unlawful and mandating his immedi-
ate release, Assange has been effectively 
imprisoned since he was first placed in 
isolation in Wandsworth prison in 
London in December 2010. He has 
never been charged with a crime. The 
Swedish case against him collapsed and 
was withdrawn, while the United States 
has stepped up efforts to prosecute 
him. His only “crime” is that of a true 
journalist—telling the world the truths 
that people have a right to know.

Under its previous president, the 
Ecuadorian government bravely stood 
against the bullying might of the 
United States and granted Assange 
political asylum as a political refugee. 
International law and the morality of 
human rights was on its side.

Today, under extreme pressure from 
Washington and its collaborators, another 
government in Ecuador justifies its gag-
ging of Assange by stating that “Assange’s 
behavior, through his messages on social 
media, put at risk good relations which 
this country has with the UK, the rest of 
the EU and other nations.”

This censorious attack on free 
speech is not happening in Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia or China; it is right in the 
heart of London. If the Ecuadorian 
government does not cease its unwor-
thy action, it, too, will become an agent 
of persecution rather than the valiant 
nation that stood up for freedom and 
for free speech. If the EU and the UK 
continue to participate in the scandal-
ous silencing of a true dissident in their 
midst, it will mean that free speech is 
indeed dying in Europe.

This is not just a matter of showing 
support and solidarity. We are appeal-
ing to all who care about basic human 
rights to call on the government of 
Ecuador to continue defending the 
rights of a courageous free speech 
activist, journalist and whistleblower.

We ask that his basic human rights 
be respected as an Ecuadorian citizen 
and internationally protected person 
and that he not be silenced or expelled.

If there is no freedom of speech for 
Julian Assange, there is no freedom of 
speech for any of us—regardless of the 
disparate opinions we hold.

We call on President Moreno to end 
the isolation of Julian Assange now.

List of signatories (in alphabetic 
order): Pamela Anderson, actress and 
activist; Jacob Appelbaum, freelance 
journalist; Renata 
Avila, International 
Human Rights 
Lawyer; Sally Burch, 
British/Ecuadorian 
journalist; Alicia 
Castro, Argentina’s 
ambassador to the 
United Kingdom 
2012-16; Naomi 
Colvin, Courage 
Foundation; Noam 
Chomsky, linguist 
and political theorist; 

Brian Eno, musician; Joseph Farrell, 
WikiLeaks Ambassador and board mem-
ber of The Centre for Investigative 
Journalism; Teresa Forcades, 
Benedictine nun, Montserrat Monastery; 
Charles Glass, American-British author, 
journalist, broadcaster; Chris Hedges, 
journalist; Srećko Horvat, philosopher, 
Democracy in Europe Movement 
(DiEM25); Jean Michel Jarre, musician; 
John Kiriakou, former CIA counterter-
rorism officer and former senior investi-
gator, U.S. Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations; Lauri Love, comput-
er scientist and activist; Ray McGovern, 
former CIA analyst, Presidential advi-
sor; John Pilger, journalist and film-
maker; Angela Richter, theater director, 
Germany; Saskia Sassen, sociologist, 
Columbia University; Jeffrey St. Clair, 
journalist; Oliver Stone, film-maker; 
Vaughan Smith, English journalist; 
Yanis Varoufakis, economist, former 
Greek finance minister; Natalia 
Viana, investigative journalist and co-
director of Agencia publica, Brazil; Ai 
Weiwei, artist; Vivienne Westwood, 
fashion designer and activist; 
Slavoj Žižek, philosopher, Birkbeck 
Institute for Humanities.

—CounterPunch, April 2, 2018

h t t p s : / / w w w . c o u n t e r p u n c h .
org/2018/04/02/the-isolation-of-julian-
assange-must-stop/

Stop the Isolation of Julian Assange
By Noam Chomsky, Chris Hedges, John Pilger, Et Al



On the Front Cover: Oklahoma teachers strike had mass 
turnout. Read What Striking Teachers Have in Common 

on page 44. 

Poster for Women’s March on the Pentagon October 20-21, 2018. 
Read Cindy Sheehan and the Women’s March on the Pentagon on 
page 20. 

s

“Slaves at home, after the day’s work was over. Negroes always 
have been fond of singing and dancing.” A drawing by Hanson Booth 
in “The Development of America,” by Fremont P. Wirth (American 
Book Company, 1937). Read Textbook Racism on page 41. 

Opioid-based prescription drugs. Read Opioid Genocide of  
American Workers on page 29.

Attention Prison Mail Room:

Prisoners retain their free speech rights under the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. That means you cannot 
legally suppress the expression and consideration of ideas. Prison walls do not form a barrier separating prisoners from 
the protection of the Constitution, according to the Turner v. Safely ruling. [482 U.S. 78, 107 Sct 2245 (1987)] If you 
exclude printed matter on an improper basis, or give a false pretext or rationale for its exclusion, because of the ideas 
expressed in it, you are breaking the law. The prisoner denied access to material he wants to read can bring a civil rights 
lawsuit against you with cause for seeking punitive damages. In the case of Police Department Chicago v. Mosley, 408 
U.S. 92, 95, 92 Sct 2286, 2290 (1972) the court found that “[A]bove all else, the First Amendment means that government 
has no power to restrict expression because of its message, subject matter or content.”
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