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The Right to Rebel
A quick response to Joe 
Cernac’a letter on guns. I agree 
with him wholeheartedly. I 
think the government and 
corporations would have to 
be disarmed first. So, I would 
not advocate disarming the 
citizenry first. Actually, I think 
I avoided that question entirely.
My hope with the article was to 
point out that the focus of the 
gun debate largely ignores capi-
talism and imperialism. This is 
why I focused on profits, who 
exports and to what countries, 
client states and geopolitics, 
and on how a major pro-gun 
proliferation organization also 
aids and abets both capitalism 
and imperialism. Thus, I would 
always support the oppressed’s 
right to rebel, as well as their 
right to the supplies to do so.
Although, I think it is kind of 
a pipe dream that the citizenry 
could actually fight off the US 
military. But, that’s another 
topic, for another day.

Saludos, 
AndySmolski

Scalia the Sycophant
Great takedown of Scalia, 
exactly right, including con-
signing him to the 8th Circle. 
His coarse, malign influence 
on legal culture anticipated by 
decades Trump-like substitu-
tion of bullying and belittling 
for reasoned legal analysis. 
Word-play, which he was good 
at, is not brilliance or insight. 
But his most significant impact 
was ideological—as you point 
out when you note the dishon-
esty of so-called originalism. 
The objective of Scalia and 
his ilk has been to undo the 
Civil War and the Civil War 
amendments; the insistence on 

ried out by state-elected elec-
tors, chosen pursuant to state 
processes. There is no role for 
SCOTUS, in the text to which 
originalists pay such phony 
deference or in the history. The 
consequences of the coup have 
been catastrophic, not least 
because the SCOTUS is now 
headed by one of the coup’s 
architects John Roberts of 
indiana. An Al Gore-appointed 
Supreme Court would not have 
approved Citizens United and 
the other legal abominations 
that cause us to cringe when-
ever a case goes to SCOTUS 
these days. 

Bill Julian  

The Scalia Fraud
This is a brilliant unmasking 
of a terrific legal fraud and 
national embarrassment.
For Scalia to have gotten away 
with what he did and suffer 
no media exposure or close 
evaluation, is a grand lapse 
which truly reflects the under-
developed mentality of a huge 
proportion of ruling class and 
liberal media elites.
You escape that plight. 
Congratulations and BRAVO 
for following to truth to where 
it leads.

Cheers, 
Lester H. Moore, jr. 
Frankfort, Kentucky

The Bloody Brits
Dear David Yearsley,
I am about to head to my gar-
den to plant some beans and 
tomatoes and wanted to fire 
this missive your way.
Your latest is a superbly written 
tableau in letters, words, sen-
tences, and paragraphs punctu-
ated with with eloquence, wit, 

letters to the editor
“intent of the founders” stops 
after 1865. The “eighteenth 
century slave-owners” are not 
the sole architects of our con-
stitutional structure whatever 
Scalia, Thomas and these other 
sycophants say. Paying close at-
tention to the written language 
of legal documents—statutes 
particularly—has always been 
a standard element of jurispru-
dence; so have been the rules 
regarding the use of external 
materials. Scalia’s selective 
use of close reading—there 
is nothing in the 13th, 14th or 
15th Amendments that refer-
ences corporations directly 
or indirectly or confers on 
them the rights of citizens or 
“the people”—is, as you say, 
a smoke-screen fr advancing 
the agenda of the ruling class 
on the Supreme Court. This 
was also Rehnquist’s goal, but 
Rehnquist was more circum-
spect than the brutal Scalia, not 
brutally honest just brutal. See 
the Rehnquist dissent in Belloti 
(1976).
 But Scalia’s most signifi-
cant act was the judicial coup 
that occurred with Bush v. 
Gore. The Republican party 
is the preferred vehicle of the 
ruling class; Bush v. Gore was 
a naked partisan play without 
justification in the text of the 
Constitution or in American 
jurisprudence that handed 
control of the American execu-
tive branch—the nest of the 
vipers of the deep state—to the 
Republicans. Scalia was quite 
clear that he viewed the Florida 
vote tabulation as deciding 
the 2000 presidential election 
and that he and his cohorts 
on the SCOTUS would decide 
that outcome, not the Florida 
courts. Pursuant to Article I, 
the Presidential election is car-

visual and auditory tones that 
have delighted and instructed 
me.
I don’t much care for the 
bloody Brits whose colonial 
schemes have exploited and ru-
ined many a region, but I will 
use their expression: “Carry 
on, Sir.”

Sincerely and Salam, 
Raouf

Roney’s Screaming Cover

Great cover by Nick Roney. 
Unlike many of his victims, 
Scalia will not be alone in 
his torment. “For with what 
judgment ye judge, ye shall be 
judged: and with what measure 
ye mete, it shall be measured to 
you again.” Perhaps he will be 
comforted by the sound of the 
screams of others. 

Henry Goodman, 
Anguilla, Mississippi

One of the Few Left

Congratulations! You are 
one of the few anti-Empire 
outlets on the Left that has run 
pieces defending Trump’s anti-
interventionist views. That is 
the kind of open-mindedness 
that has all but drowned in the 
identity politics and humani-
tarian imperialism of the ersatz 
left. 
Keep up the great work.

John Walsh 
Alameda, CA

Send Letters to the Editor 
to PO Box 228, Petrolia, CA 
95558 or, preferably, by email 
to counterpunch@ 
counterpunch .org
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roaming cHarges

D
By Jeffrey St. Clair

I n southwestern Arkansas, deep in 
the humid foothills of the Ouachita 
Mountains, you’ll find one of the 

oddest little state parks in the country. 
On first glance the park seems to be 
little more than a plowed field edged by 
scraggly forest, featuring a big public 
swimming pool and a hulking barn-like 
structure sheathed in rusty tin siding. 
You’d likely drive right past it on your 
way to Murfreesboro or the much more 
scenic canyon of the Little Missouri 
River, a few miles down the road. 

Yet this seemingly unremarkable 
patch of ground was designated as one 
of the world’s most significant natural 
areas by the International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature. The feature 
that attracted the notice of the IUCN 
naturalists was a geological structure 
called a Lamprolite Pipe, a kind of sub-
terranean chimney coursing through 
the upper mantel of the continent 
down to a seething pool of magma. 
Lamprolite pipes are rare things. There 
are only a few known to exist in North 
America. And these pipelines to the 
surface of the earth convey even rarer 
objects formed in the Chthonic depths: 
diamonds. And not just any diamonds, 
either: Lamprolite diamonds, prized 
for their size, clarity and scarcity (98 
percent of the world’s diamonds are 
formed out of Kimberlite). Hence the 
name of this obscure little park: Crater 
of Diamonds.

On a summer day in 1906, a corn 
farmer named John Huddleston was 
plowing his fields with a pair of mules, 
when he noticed two gleaming crystal 
nuggets exposed in a furrow. These two 
stones proved to be the first diamonds 
discovered outside of South Africa. 
Huddleston quickly sold an interest 
in his farm to what in those days was 

called a “concern,” a group of Little 
Rock investment types headed by a 
cigar-chomping banker named Sam 
Reyburn. 

Over the next few months, trenches 
were dug, surveys were made, ex-
ploratory holes were drilled. Some 
diamonds were found (about two carats 
per 100 tons), but not enough to justify 
the cost of extracting them. By 1908, the 
Huddlestons’ scarified diamond field 
was back under the plow, occasionally 
spitting up a stone or two. 

And so it went for about the next 30 
years, until the outbreak of World War 
II, when things changed. The search for 
diamonds, critical to the development 
of new weapons systems, became a pri-
ority for the Pentagon. The Department 
of Defense seized control of the site in 
1940 and began intensively mining for 
the vital crystals. But once again the 
Ouachita Crater disappointed. Even 
by the Pentagon’s elastic accounting 
standards, the labor costs of mining the 
diamonds proved exorbitant. 

In 1951, the Pentagon disposed of 
the Crater and over the next 20 years 
several different entrepreneurs at-
tempted to turn the place into a tourist 
attraction, charging people a few bucks 
a day to try their hands at shifting for 
diamonds. All of these ventures ended 
in failure and in 1972 Arkansas’s pro-
gressive governor, Dale Bumpers, ac-
quired the entire 800-acre property for 
less than $1000 per acre and turned it 
into Crater of Diamonds State Park, a 
lazy, off the tracks destination where 
tourists could leisurely glean the old 
fields for diamonds. 

Then along came Bill Clinton. In 
1986, Clinton was introduced to a 
Canadian mining magnate named 
Jean-Raymond Boulle. The man who 

connected Clinton and Boulle was none 
other than James Blair, the legend-
ary Little Rock fixer and Tyson Foods 
lawyer, who advised Hillary Clinton 
during her miraculous adventures in 
the commodities future market, where 
she quickly turned a $1000 invest-
ment into a $100,000 payday. Boulle 
had a proposition for the governor. 
He wanted to restart mining at the old 
site in the Ouachitas, but needed the 
governor’s help in winning an exemp-
tion from rules forbidding commercial 
mining in state parks. In exchange, 
Boulle offered, to incorporate his new 
company, Diamond Fields, in Arkansas 
and locate its headquarters in the gover-
nor’s hometown of Hope. 

The deal was struck, the terms largely 
negotiated by long-time Clinton con-
sigliere Bruce Lindsay, who would 
later become the Chair of the Clinton 
Foundation. This sleazy backroom deal 
set a pattern that Clinton would merci-
lessly pursue as president, where the 
public commons was quietly offered up 
for exploitation by private enterprises 
with financial ties to the administration.

Lurking in the background of this 
secret scheme was a Canadian finan-
cial tycoon named Frank Guistra, 
who owned 60,000 shares of stock 
in Diamond Fields. Over the years, 
Clinton and Guistra would become 
close friends, with Clinton travelling the 
world in Giustra’s private jet, negotiat-
ing deals from Kazakhstan to Moscow. 
Giustra returned the love, donating 
more than $30 million to the Clinton 
Foundation.

Hillary made out as well. On the 
night of the first Clinton inaugural ball, 
the new first lady proudly flashed a 3.5 
carat diamond ring, a present from the 
old Diamond Fields team, mined from 
the Crater of Diamonds. 

As for old John Huddleston, the man 
once hailed as the Diamond King of 
Arkansas? He died indigent and was 
buried in a pauper’s grave two miles 
from his glittering crater. 

The moral of this tale: though others 
may well go under, the Clintons will 
profit from their plunder. CP
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empire burlesque

  

By Chris Floyd

L ast month I saw a picture, a pho-
tograph, that burned down the 
Potemkin village of American poli-

tics that tends to rise in even the most 
skeptical mind during the fever dream 
known as the presidential campaign. 

We all get caught up in it, especially 
those of us who’ve been following poli-
tics for decades, and were marinated for 
many years in a mainstream perspec-
tive. I myself was raised as a “yellow 
dawg” Democrat in the South. The idea, 
of course, was that no matter whom the 
Democrats nominated—even it was a 
yellow dog—you voted for them. 

My father—perhaps to his credit?—
carried on with this ideal long after 
almost all of his fellow white rural 
Southerners had abandoned the 
Democrats for the dog-whistle racism 
of the modern Republican Party. 

I remember well one of his most 
abiding pieces of political wisdom. It 
was 1984, and a neighbor of ours—a big, 
hulking, slightly backward country boy 
who’d been devoted to my father since 
their school days—told him: “Chief, I’m 
thinkin’ about votin’ for Reagan this 
time. What do you think?” 

My father leaned against the back of 
his pickup truck and said in a cool, even 
tone: “Buford, a man who’d vote for 
Reagan would eat shit.” Buford nodded 
his head vigorously. “You right about 
that, Chief!” (But I’m sure he voted for 
Reagan anyway.)

So I’m well aware that it’s hard not to 
get caught up in the horse race of the 
Grand Quadrennial Derby: “Was this a 
good move for Bernie? Will HRC take 
a hit from Bill’s gaffe? Is Trump falter-
ing? Will the GOP elites come around 
to Cruz?” And so and so forth, with the 

myriad other permutations and specu-
lations that can dazzle the mind—and 
numb the moral sense—while watching 
the political circus.

But then something will shake you—
or slap you—awake. And so one day 
I saw a photograph someone tweeted 
from the Yemen Post. It showed a young 
girl—12, 14, the age was hard to tell. She 
was on her hands and knees face down 
in the dirt, trying to suck water from a 
hole in a dirty rubber pipe. And in that 
instant, all the silly, stupid, evil folderol 
of the campaign circus, all the earnest 
bunting that adorns the Potemkin 
village, fell away. 

I saw the picture, and I knew—once 
again—this is America in the modern 
world. This is American foreign 
policy. This is what it is, this is what 
it does. This is a war that our Peace 
Prize-winning president has been con-
ducting with his Saudi allies for more 
than a year. It’s been responsible for the 
“excess deaths” of 10,000 children, ac-
cording to UNICEF. (Let’s repeat that: 
TEN THOUSAND CHILDREN.) 

It has driven millions to the brink 
of famine. It has destroyed schools, 
hospitals, infrastructure. It has been a 
gigantic boon for al Qaeda by attacking 
its deadliest foes in Yemen, the Houthis, 
and giving it scope to spread. It is a hu-
manitarian disaster and a moral outrage 
of the highest order.

And yet ... there is no outrage. There 
is scarcely any notice, beyond a bare 
minimum of “marginal” websites 
and a few stories deeply buried, and 
stripped of context, in the bowels of 
the mainstream press. In the past year, 
a “progressive” administration—whose 
policies will be continued by either of 

the Democratic nominees (yes, even 
Bernie says he wants to see more Saudi 
militarism in the region)—has been 
directly complicit in the deaths of TEN 
THOUSAND CHILDREN. 

And no one involved in the presiden-
tial circus—not the candidates, not the 
media, not the analysts, not the horse 
race afficianados—gives the slightest 
damn.

None of them—and nothing in the 
sinister clownery of his election—deals 
with the reality of what we are doing in 
the world. No one will speak of its true, 
deeply criminal nature—not even the 
“radical,” “revolutionary” “Democratic 
Socialist” candidate. 

So what, in the end, are they really 
talking about? They’re talking about 
nothing. They’re talking about bullshit. 
They’re talking about anything on God’s 
green earth—or rather, God’s blood-
stained, gouged-out, dying earth—but 
reality. 

The reality is a young girl forced to 
go down on her hands and knees to 
pry a few drops of water from a broken 
pipe. She could be your daughter. She 
could be you. She is a human being 
who did nothing wrong but be born 
in a place where a few “progressive” 
American elites—headed by the Peace 
Prize-winning president—wanted to 
play with their head-chopping, woman-
hating allies to achieve and maintain 
dominance over the oil lands and their 
strategic environs. 

In the end, it comes down to that 
brief scene in Warren Beatty’s film, 
“Reds,” where a plump, patriotic berg-
meister from Portland calls on Jack 
Reed to explain “just what this war 
[WWI] is all about!” Reed rises 
amongst the tuxedoes and pretty outfits 
at the gathering and says but a single 
word: “Profits.”

That’s why the Yemeni girl is face 
down in the dirt, scrambling desper-
ately for water. That’s all it’s about, this 
“war on terror,” that’s the only thing it’s 
ever been about: profits.

And whoever is elected, that’s not 
going to change. CP
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N o one expected Hillary Clinton 
to perform poorly among 
African-American voters going 

into the 2016 election cycle. Even 
with Mrs. Clinton’s status as a self-
proclaimed feminist, Gloria Steinem 
squarely in the former first lady’s amen 
corner, Clinton herself is not self-made. 
She is the wife of the first honorary 
black president, a man whose virtues 
were extolled by veteran black politico 
Donna Brazile in terms of his buffet 
selection. “I’ll never forget it. He was 
standing right behind Chaka Khan, 
talking to her and the other people 
around him,” the Democratic strategist 
wrote. “When he got to the front of the 
line, the first food he went to was black 
eyed peas and smothered pork chops.” 

Bill Clinton has been understood 
as a friend to the black community 
through the prism of affection and 
validation, not through his damag-
ing racial fearmongering, which, as 
Christopher Petrella explained in the 
Boston Review, featured Mr. Clinton 
standing at Georgia’s Stone Mountain 
with black prisoners as his backdrop. 
Still, for a disaffected community rel-
egated to permanent underclass status, 
and routinely assailed as degenerate and 
deviant, Bill Clinton’s presidency was 
politics as therapy. Although President 
Clinton’s policies decimated the black 
community with policies that increased 
extreme poverty by 50 percent and es-
calated mass incarceration, Slick Willy’s 
smooth rhetorical eloquence and pen-
chant for appointing neoliberal black 
faces in high places soothed anxieties 
over racial dog whistling in the black 
community.

Hillary Clinton stood along-
side her husband in subjugating 
African-Americans with damaging 

exit strategies

By Yvette Carnell

rhetoric, a point widely made with 
the recirculation of her now notorious 
“super-predator” comment.

Black Lives Matter activist Ashley 
Williams heckled Hillary Clinton at a 
private South Carolina fundraiser while 
holding a sign that read “We have to 
bring them to heel”—a reference to 
Hillary Clinton’s 1994 comment about 
the debunked “super-predator” theory 
on youth crime.

But whereas Bill Clinton had once 
neutralized opposition within the black 
community by charismatically exploit-
ing our need for validation, Hillary 
Clinton is, by her own admission “not a 
natural politician.” Lacking in personal-
ity, Clinton deployed a plan to counter-
balance activists who question whether 
black lives actually mattered to her. 

ANew York Times article describes 
Hillary Clinton flying the mothers of 
Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, Eric 
Garner, Tamir Rice and other black 
women who’d lost their children to 
police and gun violence to join her for 
a private dinner. On the menu? Pork 
chops and gravy, rice, and fried okra. 

“You are the mothers of the children 
who are dying in the streets,” Mrs. 
Clinton said during the dinner, accord-
ing to Lucia McBath, whose 17-year-old 
son, Jordan Davis, was gunned down 
by Michael Dunn in 2012 for playing 
loud music, “You have a lot of power 
individually,” she told the group. “But 
collectively, you need to come together. 
The country needs to hear from you.”

These women were named Mothers 
of a Movement by Mrs. Clinton, but 
Mothers of the Murdered would’ve 
been more appropriate, since there is 
no movement afoot, and Mrs. Clinton’s 
successful candidacy is proof of that. 
These women, all of them well-meaning 

and deserving of our heartfelt sympa-
thies, are now serving as the context to 
Hillary Clinton’s anti-racism crusade; 
they are the ashes from which the 
Clinton dynasty will rise again. 

“I want white people to understand 
that there is systemic racism,” said 
Hillary Clinton during an April 14 
CNN debate with Democratic rival 
Bernie Sanders. That’s a convenient 
applause line, except that it won’t 
improve the material conditions of 
African-Americans in this country. 

Conversely, Hillary Clinton, like her 
husband before her, is proving her will-
ingness to broker black life in exchange 
for winning the White House, even if it 
means using the black mothers who’ve 
suffered immense heartache as political 
props to mask her indifference to the 
concerns of Black America.

Although the Clintons have given 
no indication that they respect Black 
America, they have mastered manipu-
lating the black psyche. The Clintons 
are our release valve for the suffocating 
pressure built up over years of having 
been habitually demonized by politi-
cians. At least they pretend to like black 
people, until the general election arrives 
and it is time once again to throw black 
people under the bus to win disaffected 
white voters. The honeymoon is short, 
but it sets the stage for the marriage.

“The other candidate on the 
Democratic side did not reach out to 
us,” said Annette Nance-Holt, mother 
of slain 16-year-old son, Blair Holt, re-
ferring to Bernie Sanders. According to 
her, Sanders’s free college tuition pro-
posal did not matter to her “because my 
child is dead.”

This much is true. It is also true that 
Hillary Clinton is not Jesus and black 
people are not Lazarus. By supporting 
the woman who characterized their 
children as monsters who were deserv-
ing of whatever ill-fate befell them, 
these mothers are far afield from using 
their immense moral authority to exact 
political change. Political movements 
are the engines through which real 
change happens in this country. CP
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grasping at straws

 

By Mike Whitney

H ere’s your economics quiz for the 
day: What happens when you 
reduce the amount of money 

going into the real economy, but pump 
trillions of dollars into the financial 
system?

If you guessed that the economy will 
go into a long-term funk while stocks 
and bonds climb higher, then pat your-
self on the back because you got the 
right answer.

And not only have you answered the 
question correctly, you’ve also summa-
rized the last seven years of economic 
and monetary policy, that is: the Obama 
administration has been slashing the 
deficits and cutting the flow of stimu-
lus to the economy while the Fed has 
been adding liquidity to the financial 
markets. Governments across the in-
dustrial world have intensified their 
belt-tightening measures (Austerity) 
while keeping interest rates at-or-below 
zero. Also, in the countries where 
Quantitative Easing has been used, like 
Europe, Japan and the US,the flood of 
liquidity has breached national borders 
and spilled into emerging markets 
where it has pushed down borrowing 
costs, triggered credit booms, and paved 
the way for another financial crisis 
when capital flight inevitably begins.

But that’s not what we want to talk 
about here. What we want to focus on 
now is the fact that these experimen-
tal monetary policies are no longer 
working like they did in the past, and 
that’ssetting off alarms among policy-
makers everywhere. For example, in 
Japan, the BOJ recently extended its $60 
billion per month QE program indefi-
nitely while driving interest rates deeper 
into negative territory. By expanding 

the policy, the BOJ hoped to attract 
foreign capital to Japanese markets, 
push up stock prices and weaken the 
yen to give a Japan’s exporters an edge 
over the competition. Whenever the 
BOJ launched similar QE-programs in 
the past, they always managed to do the 
trick; the yen would lose ground against 
the dollar, exports would surge and 
foreign asset managers would gobble up 
more Japanese equities sending stocks 
higher. Just what the doctor ordered, 
right?

Right. Only this time it didn’t work. 
This time Kuroda’s “new-improved” 
QE ignited a selloff of Japanese stocks. 
Meanwhile, the yen strengthened 
against the dollar, and the battered 
economy slipped back into a technical 
recession. So, on all three counts, the 
policy failed.

Why?
No one knows for sure. It could be 

that prices are already so distorted-
from the massive cash infusions of the 
pastthat investors areless eager to pile 
in and buy more stocks. Or maybe 
we’ve simply reached the saturation 
point beyond which these meddling 
policies no longer achieve their desired 
result. Keep in mind, that according 
to Nomura’s chief economist Richard 
Koo, “the world’s central banks have 
cut interest rates 637 times from 2008 
through the beginning of February and 
bought more than $12 trillion in assets.” 
That’s a lot of meddling. It’s only reason-
able to assume that eventually these 
methods aren’tgoing to pack the same 
punch that theydid before. And that 
appears to be the case.

What analysts hadn’t expected was 
that QE would actually backfire, but it 

has.For example, inJanuary, European 
Central Bank chief Mario Draghi an-
nounced that the bank would push 
rates deeper into negative territory 
while increasing his bond purchases by 
$20 billion per month. Since then, EU 
stocks have steadily dipped lower while 
the euro has gradually strengthened 
against the dollar. This is the exact op-
posite of what Draghi was trying to 
achieve. He hoped that cranking up the 
money supply would weaken the euro 
and give flagging equities a desperately 
needed jolt, but it hasn’t worked out 
that way. EU stocks have continued to 
tumble while the euro has grown stron-
ger still. In other words, QE backfired in 
Europe just like it did in Japan.

Only in the U.S., where the Fed has 
backed off its plan to raise rates four 
times in 2016, have stocks reversed 
course and edged higher. But that 
doesn’t mean the Fed’s policy is any 
more likely to succeed than it has in 
Europe or Japan. Investor outflows 
show no signs of letting up and the only 
pickup in stock sales has been from 
CEOs repurchasing their own shares. 
Stock buybacks remain the main driver 
of today’s sky-high equities prices.

But what does all this mean and why 
should ordinary working people, who 
don’t dabble in the stock market, care 
whether central bank policy works or not?

Good question. But the fact is that 
we’re all at the mercy of these policies. 
How many people saw their retire-
ments go up in smoke during the dot.
com bust? How many people lost their 
homes, their savings and their jobs in 
the financial crisis?

These crises did not occur due to 
conditions in the economy. Oh, no. The 
economy was merely a victim of the 
Fed’s serial bubble-making. The fact 
that these easy money policies are no 
longer working the way they once did 
suggests that wemay have reached the 
tipping pointwherethe excess leverage 
that’s built up in the system from seven 
years of zero rates and QEis about to be 
expelled in another hellacious implo-
sion. CP
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side of the Allenby Bridge early that 
morning until the time I passed 
through the Erez Crossing into Gaza, 
I’d been on edge. The tension in my 
shoulders spread upward until my head 
pounded. I made it through the inter-
rogation routine by forcing an outward 
calm. At no time was I given any indi-
cation that I would ever arrive at my 
destination. Security personnel either 
answered my questions with silence or 
a cold ‘I don’t know’. The uncertainty is 
part of the game; keeps you clenching 
your jaw until it hurts. All of this fol-
lowed weeks of predictable exclama-
tions of surprise, worry, indignation, or 
suspicion followed by warnings about 
setting foot in Gaza. They had followed 
me from Chicago and London, from 
Amman, Jordan and past Jerusalem 
into Israel once I’d finally left the West 
Bank. At the old Erez terminal I waited, 
weeks of built up trepidation pulsing 
through my body, for the final bureau-
cratic stamp that would clear my way 
into Terrorist Strip. I knew the routine, 
though now it is different: more ster-
ilized, anonymous, draconian and 
Orwellian than before.

As always, as soon as I reached the 
Palestinian side of that awful Erez ter-
minal, I could breathe again. I could 
relax. Thank God I’d made it to safety 
in Gaza.

“Safety”—at least for activists 
then—had a different meaning in 
Gaza, however. It means you will no 
longer be scrutinized with contempt, 
ostracized by silence, or viewed with 
horror. For the first time all day I felt 
welcome. I could lean my head back in 
the taxi, shut my eyes in relief, and feel 
the motor humming as the driver sped 
along the narrow road to Gaza City. No 

middle east notes

By Jennifer Loewenstein

A 
boy of six or seven lay on 
the floor of Shifa Hospital 
in Gaza City curled up next 
to his dog. His entire family 
perished after a bomb targeted 

his parents’ home. Everything but their 
dog was gone and so he clung to it for 
comfort. The withering heat and hu-
midity of July in Gaza clung to every-
thing else. Scores of people—patients, 
family members and friends of the 
wounded, dying, and dead, crowded 
the busy hallways and rooms at the 
height of “Operation Protective Edge” 
in the summer of 2014. The deadliest of 
Israel’s wars against Gaza, “Protective 
Edge,” like earlier onslaughts, took its 
highest toll on civilians. People I spoke 
to all agreed this was the worst attack 
yet.

Western and Israeli media reports 
claimed Hamas fighters were to blame 
for the high civilian toll because they 
fired their rockets from heavily popu-
lated civilian areas, but no evidence 
ever surfaced to support these claims. 
The casualty figures were dispropor-
tionate to the individuals targeted, so 
the war crimes mounted. Hamas was 
an unpopular government in Gaza 
already though their willingness to 
fight an un-winnable war spoke well of 
its fighters. Which ones among them 
would risk the wrath of a terrified and 
desperate public whose children would 
forever bear the scars of this slaughter?

According to Middle East Eye, 
an on-line news service, 80% of the 
population of Gaza now live below the 
poverty line with 44% of Gaza’s youth 
unemployed. Richard Falk, former 
UN Special Rapporteur on Palestinian 
human rights cited “deep despair” after 
the last war, during which the Gazan 
economy was virtually destroyed, for 
skyrocketing rates of depression and 
suicide in Gaza this year. In the first 
quarter of 2016, ninety-five people have 
tried to commit suicide—an act prohib-
ited in Islam. But continual suffering, 
frustration, and despair are blamed for 
the steady rise in suicides especially 
since the last 52-day long war. In this 
devastated strip of land, blockaded 

from the world for the past ten years, 
basic human dignity has been stripped 
away from people often charged with 
providing for their families. What is 
there left to live for, asked a child filmed 
years ago—well before the last decade 
of disasters that have defined the Gaza 
Strip. Few could imagine that life 
could get even worse after “Cast Lead” 
in 2009 and yet the most dedicated 
human rights workers have said they’ve 
never seen it so bad as now. Flashbacks 
come to me like nightmares.

Night spread in a black haze across 
Gaza City though halos of white light 
pierced upward from the streets like 
bright little moons behind sooty skies. 
From the heart of the city, from apart-
ment blocks and shops, the lights 
huddled together in the familiar 
pattern of the camps, markets, and 
suburbs of what was an impenetrable, 
honking maze in the daylight. Farther 
away smaller, more anonymous lights 
stretched along the horizon haphaz-
ardly; half-blinking little sparks moving 
outward from the city center like the 
dotted sunrays of a child’s drawing. The 
lights scattered across the land, inter-
rupting the darkness. The muted city 
sounds gave the impression of a bus-
tling metropolis settling down at the 
end of another long day.

When I arrived, the Gazan sky was 
pinkish gray, but the pink sank quickly 
below the dust, while the grey rose up 
into a darkening black. On the balcony 
of our fourth floor flat, a warm October 
breeze beckoned us outside, tainted as 
it was with the fumes from the city. It 
was better than the stale air in our room 
and, every once in a while, a fresh gust 
of wind off the sea would waft past us.

From the time I reached the Israeli 
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more hours of rehearsing reasons why 
I’d want to visit Gaza; no more sleepless 
nights wondering if I’d be locked in a 
cell at Ben Gurion airport, prohibited 
from contacting friends or family. No 
more fears of the cold, unsympathetic 
officials refusing to speak to you in 
English, charged with making your life 
as hellish as possible while you won-
dered if you’d ever get out. My experi-
ences were dreadful, but I’d heard many 
first hand accounts of experiences far 
worse than anything I’d been through. 
That is how official Israel has succeeded 
so well in keeping as many outsiders as 
possible from going to the Gaza Strip.

Late into that first, relaxing night 
back in Gaza, the cheerful relief I felt as 
I sitting on the balcony with my friend, 
Lorene, dissipated slowly. Around 
10:00 pm a drone began circling the 
skies around us, buzzing loudly as it 
came closer and receding again as it 
completed its rounds. This went on for 
a while and an ominous hush passed 
over our conversation. Something’s 
happening. I hope it’s not serious.

Airstrikes, plumes of smoke, and a 
blacked out city of Beit Hanoun sat in 
the distance, in the dark. The excuses 
for another ‘operation’ were all the 
same, still peppered with rhetoric of the 
‘war on terror’; despite ‘disengagement’; 
despite the end of the second Intifada; 
despite the tightening concrete, steel, 
and electrified wire ring of encircle-
ment around the Strip connected by 
gunboats along the coast.

A garish pink bandana, stiff with 
dried blood, secured the jaw of a 
woman’s face back to her skull. The 
jaw had been blown clear off. She was 
old, harder to stretch out on the freezer 
slate in the morgue. Outside a mosque 
in Beit Hanoun, where men had taken 
sanctuary from the air strikes, women 
gathered outside to protect them 
further. The mosque was bombed 
anyway and women died, too. Women 
who marry terrorists become terror-
ists. The children they bear are terrorist 
acorns that turn into terrorist oaks so 
they’re all fair targets. Yoav Galant, the 
IDF chief of the Southern Command 

in Gaza during Operation Cast Lead, 
from December 28th, 2008—January 
17th, 2009—two years after Operation 
Autumn Clouds, which I witnessed - 
openly stated this to his troops. But one 
glance inside a morgue or a hospital 
even after an ‘isolated clash’ with Israeli 
soldiers attests to this with no words 
necessary.

A young girl of 10 or 11, lying in the 
dirt on her stomach, face turned up 
with fear, as soldiers cuffed her hands, 
suffers the fate of many children; at 
least those not shot dead. Was she 
throwing stones? The picture doesn’t 
explain. They have to be taught who 
they are. Tough if they’re boys or girls. 
Conveniently, they’re all growing into 
terrorists, and punishments are getting 
harsher. It’s 2016.

A grandfather lying peacefully on 
another freezer slate, his grey beard 
resting gently on his chest, arms at his 
side, succeeded in his suicide mission: 
lying on the slate next to him, wrapped 
in a blanket, his face spattered with 
dirt, is the grandson he ran to grab off 
the balcony where he was playing when 
the airstrikes closed in. It was time to 
put away childish things. One strike, 
two kills. It is November 2006.

Imad, a soft-spoken journalist, gave 
us his card when I wandered in a daze 
through a massive field of blackened, 
tilted and broken cinder block build-
ings surrounded by the iron, steel and 
concrete wreckage of the Jenin refugee 
camp. It is April 2002. The Israelis 
pulled out that morning. A group of 
soldiers were leaning against their 
tanks eating ice cream on the main 
road when we drove by. No we couldn’t 
go in, they said, so we made our way to 
Sahlem village where, in single file, a 
line of foreign journalists set out for the 
camp through back fields.

Bullets sprayed above our heads 
and we scattered once we arrived at a 
moonscape. Naively, I asked an old 
man where the Jenin refugee camp was. 
He waved his hand at the flattened field 
of concrete. All around you, my sister.

Imad was reporting on the scene as 
well. Could we tell him our impres-

sions; why we were there? He gave us 
his card and his cell phone number 
and told us, in excellent English, that 
he would help translate for us if there 
were people we wanted to interview 
or stories we thought we should 
report. He led us around explaining 
what had been there before the siege. 
Approximately 13,000 people had been 
displaced during the assault. Some had 
been “disappeared”.

Sitting in the small garden of the 
(East) Jerusalem Hotel after a week 
spent under curfew in Ramallah, I read 
a copy of the Israeli daily Ha’aretz. I’d 
hidden in the back of a jeep marked 
“Press” in order to get out, a risky busi-
ness my hosts were unhappy about. It 
was hot. I drank a cola and read the 
paper. A journalist reporting on a 
heated clash around Nablus had been 
shot. The IDF refused to allow ambu-
lances through to help the wounded. 
Holding his side, half lying on the steps 
of a building, Imad’s face looked out in 
dreadful fear. He bled to death waiting 
for the ambulance that couldn’t pass 
through. That was the last picture of 
him alive, his gentle features soaked in 
sweat. July 2002.

Anwar Za’anin died in Shifa 
Hospital in the summer of 2014 during 
“Operation Protective Edge”. He’d been 
a general office assistant for the Mezan 
Center for Human Rights for over a 
dozen years. He was poor; working 
to feed a family of 5 children and his 
wife. During the “operation” he and his 
family fled their home and took shelter 
at the building that housed al-Mezan. 
When Israel called a 24 hour cease 
fire to allow civilians to go outside for 
food or water or to check on friends 
and family, Anwar left to check on his 
house in Beit Hanoun, barely an hour 
from Gaza City. He had chickens to 
feed, items to fetch, and a garden to 
water. The main water line had been 
cut so he went to see about having it re-
connected. Men working on the water 
pipe repairs were gathered together not 
far from his home. Anwar joined them. 
A missile from nowhere was fired at 
the group and exploded before anyone 
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eurozone notes
 

By Daniel Raventós and Julie Wark

could flee. The ceasefire. August 2014.
Anwar’s wounds were fatal so he died 

on the stretcher that rushed him into 
the hospital. I’ll never get his emails 
again, or see his smile, or drink the sage 
tea he prepared daily. I wrote a letter to 
his wife. They lived in a place once so 
fragrant with the smell of orange blos-
soms that the air seemed perfumed. 
The trees are all uprooted now: poten-
tial harborers of terrorists.

The ghoulish face on a charred head 
stared out at me from the last freezer 
in the morgue. A terrorist, for sure. 
His clothes were singed, his body was 
intact. His head was so blackened he 
was burnt beyond recognition. His lips 
were burned away from his teeth, proof 
he’d once been a human being without 
a horror movie gaze. November, 2006.

From the morgue, I would wander 
through the ICU unit of Shifa hospital. 
More men, women, and children. Cast 
Lead was two years away; Protective 
edge eight. All the in-between ‘incur-
sions’ cannot be named, but each one 

was carried out for Israel’s security; 
each was an act of self-defense, one 
begun by the aggressors. Aggression, 
Chief Justice Robert Jackson wrote at 
Nuremburg, is the supreme war crime 
carrying within it all the evils un-
leashed in its wake.

In late September 2009 I revisited 
Gaza for the 10th time. It could not 
possibly get worse than that. Cast Lead 
cast humanity in the dust. Hundreds 
of civilians dead; intermittent power; 
almost no potable water; summer heat 
and hundreds living in refugee tents. 
Children sitting in the sand looked 
up with curiosity, with smiles, or—I 
thought—with the knowledge that this 
was not how you were supposed to be 
living.

Today, as in the destroyed coun-
tries of Syria and Iraq, Gaza’s future 
is becoming progressively worse, the 
relative territorial integrity of Palestine 
vanishing daily before our eyes. Its 
future is bleaker than ever. When 
global aid organizations predict that 

T
he European (“United in 
Diversity”) Union is wallow-
ing in xenophobia. A survey 
by the French polling firm 
IFOP shows that 72% of the 

French, 66% of the German and 60% 
of the Italian populations want border 
controls to be re-established in the 
Schengen area. Government responses 
are taking grisly forms. Razor-wire 
fences are bristling around Europe’s 
periphery, Turkey has finished one 
third of its 911-kilometre wall along the 
Syrian border and recently, in Libya, 
Fortress Europe’s contravallation, at 
least five African migrants were shot 
dead and fifteen more injured by de-
tention centre guards in Zawiya when 
they tried to escape. It was not exactly 
headline news. 

History, whose lessons were not 
learned, has come back to haunt 
Europe. The “refugee problem” lays 
bare a much bigger drama. The 
problem, for refugees, is that Europe 
is violating their human rights, has vio 

Gaza could be uninhabitable as soon 
as 2020 there should be immediate 
cause for concern. Instead, the focus 
on Palestine has waned. The media, 
too many politicians and primary 
chasers, the educated American public 
and others appear focused on different 
issues, especially those in the spotlight. 
Many of these issues are critical and, in 
defense of so many dedicated activists, 
it is unsurprising that our attention 
has strayed to other areas of the world. 
A wide array of international crises 
threaten the stability of our global 
future today. The difference may be that 
a mobilized, informed American public 
could have a swift and profound impact 
on the US’s unconditional support for 
Israel - and on its foreign policies in 
general. The challenge is right here at 
home. There isn’t much more time to 
waste. CP

Jennifer Loewenstein is a human rights 
activist and faculty associate in Middle 
East Studies at at Penn State University. 

The European (“United in Diversity”) 
Union is wallowing in xenophobia. A 
survey by the French polling firm IFOP 
shows that 72% of the French, 66% of 
the German and 60% of the Italian 
populations want border controls to 
be re-established in the Schengen area. 
Government responses are taking grisly 
forms. Razor-wire fences are bristling 
around Europe’s periphery, Turkey has 
finished one third of its 911-kilometre 
wall along the Syrian border and 
recently, in Libya, Fortress Europe’s 

contravallation, at least five African mi-
grants were shot dead and fifteen more 
injured by detention centre guards in 
Zawiya when they tried to escape. It 
was not exactly headline news. 

History, whose lessons were not 
learned, has come back to haunt 
Europe. The “refugee problem” lays 
bare a much bigger drama. The 
problem, for refugees, is that Europe is 
violating their human rights, has vio-
lated their human rights in the past and 
is set to violate them more and more in 
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the future as it keeps contravening the 
international laws and conventions that 
were so earnestly put in place (without 
mechanisms to guarantee their prom-
ises) after the horrors of the Second 
World War. Europe declares that it is 
founded on the principles of democ-
racy, human rights and rule of law, a 
shaky claim to humanitarian greatness 
it shelters behind while leaving the 
dirty work to Turkey, Libya and states 
willing to erect more deadly barri-
ers. The Migrants Files calculates that, 
between 2000 and early 2016, about 
32,000 men, women and children died 
or disappeared while trying to reach 
safety behind those stockades.

There is a lot of talk about the 
“shame” of being European but today’s 
shame has long roots in a historical 
process whereby international hege-
mony was established by enslavement, 
colonialism, military conquest and de-
struction of livelihoods for generations 
to come. To cap it all, appropriating the 
real history of centuries of struggle by 
its own oppressed, dispossessed and 
dislocated peoples who fought and died 
for freedom, justice and dignity, Europe 
proudly peddles the glorious lie that 
human rights were invented by its great 
leaders. 

Blaming the victim is much easier 
than taking responsibility and repara-
tion. So Europe’s leaders reduce refu-
gees to a condition of sub-humanity, 
“proven” by the conditions in which 
they are warehoused. They are dirty, ill, 
tired, wild-eyed, underfed and angry. 
They must not look human but more 
like a zombie horde. It’s no accident 
that the refugee camp in Calais was 
called the “Jungle”. The depiction of 
refugees as barbarians at our civilized 
gates feeds into a terror narrative of 
suicide bombers, veils, FGM, bearded 
fanatics and Muslims overrunning 
the planet. Aylan Kurdi, the three-
year-old Syrian-Kurdish child whose 
image made global headlines after he 
drowned in the Mediterranean on 2 
September 2015, looked too sweet, too 
little, too human. Hence the tremen-
dous outcry. The campaign to make us 

believe that those hordes are not like 
“us” but a menace has worked to the 
extent that EU surveys show that im-
migration and terrorism are among the 
chief concerns of citizens, all too often 
conflated into one evil. This is not just 
the extremism of far-right groups but 
it represents a good part of the political 
spectrum. 

 Of course, in the real human rights 
tradition of Europe, citizens are pro-
testing at the treatment being meted 
out to refugees, assisting them however 
they can and pressuring politicians. 
With the outcry caused by the photo 
of Aylan Kurdi, governments were 
forced to take measures they had spent 
months adjourning. Spain, pleading 
its delicate economic situation, prom-
ised to take some 18,000 people. But 
eight months later, only eighteen have 
arrived. Meanwhile, at least another 
300 children have died.

 At the highest levels and, indeed, 
throughout much of European society, 
there is an idea abroad that humans are 
barterable. The EU has therefore done 
its infamous deal with Turkey, flout-
ing the United Nations Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees and 
turning refugees into “illegal immi-
grants”. As such, they are denied entry 
to a huge territory where they would 
represent a population increase of 
less than 0.4%. This “one-in, one-out” 
human-trafficking transaction, with 
six billion euros thrown in, has been 
conducted in the name of “security”, in 
a situation of global insecurity created 
by powers which claim to be stopping 
human traffickers. Handcuffed refugees 
are presently being expelled en masse 
from Greece and delivered into the 
hands of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who 
says that democracy and freedom have 
“absolutely no value” in his country. 
When the deal was done, his army was 
shooting at refugees trying to cross the 
Syrian border (and also Kurds within 
Turkish borders). And never mind that 
Turkish officials do business with the 
Islamic State, a notable generator of 
refugees. 

Shunted around, brutalized by 

human traffickers ranging from 
murderous, criminal bands in Libya 
through to besuited men like Erdoğan 
and Donald Tusk, the asylum seeker 
becomes part of an indeterminate 
mass. This, then, is not a human 
concern but spatial. Where to put 
them? Immobilized and out of sight, 
they can moulder indefinitely in a state 
of exception. 

Malthus (1798) portrayed surplus 
population—people not needed for ac-
cumulation of capital—as a by-product 
of progress. In his path-breaking work 
on the “demodystopia”, the Catalan 
demographer Andreu Domingo links 
this idea with the way in which, with 
terrorist attacks, natural disasters and 
the crisis of the financial system, the 
neoliberal model has been overhauled 
to create a security paradigm (“Risk 
Society”) where the World Economic 
Forum’s “resilience imperative” sees 
populations and individuals in terms 
of their contribution to global competi-
tion and their cost. This means manag-
ing (and sometimes exterminating, as 
in West Papua New Guinea) human life 
that is deemed politically and economi-
cally redundant. A good illustration of 
attempts to balance Europe’s human 
rights conceit with this mindset is what 
happened in Lampedusa when more 
than 360 people drowned in October 
2013. The dead were given passports. 
The survivors continued to be illegal, 
the walking dead. 

Dressed up as a demographic 
problem, this new focus means milita-
rization to protect privileged popula-
tions from migrations brought about 
by western-caused wars and climate 
change. The World Economic Forum’s 
Global Risks Report 2012 signals “a 
dystopian future for much of human-
ity,” which would seem logical enough 
when 62 people control half the world’s 
wealth. The Panama Papers have shone 
light on a “parallel world” which, in 
microcosm, might be summed up in 
the stockbroker’s “paradise” of the 
Virgin Islands with its 32,000 people 
and 500,000 offshore companies. It 
would be difficult to come up with a 



14

clearer example of how a handful of people (ever-shrinking, it 
seems) determines the material existence and hence freedom 
of billions of others. But hell lies at the antipodes of paradise 
and one of its versions is the Republic of Nauru, a devastated 
rock in the Pacific that is Australia’s human dumping ground. 
Geographically isolated, it is politically central, part of 
business-as-usual for a tight core of billionaires who impose 
their interests on the world. The Panama Papers show that, 
nestling in the files of Mossack Fonesca, together with the 
Swiss bank HSBC, President Assad’s intelligence chief, North 
Korean regime heavyweights, the Prime Minister of Iceland, 
David Cameron’s father, an aunt of Spain’s King Felipe and 
other big names yet to be disclosed, is Wilson Security, “gar-
rison [sic] services” provider for the Australian government, 
especially in offshore detention centres (with duties that 
include beating up protesting refugee children) and headed 
by Hong Kong’s billionaire Kwok brothers. Those refugee kids 
are being beaten up not only by Kwok mercenaries but by 
global power brokers, the ones that are herding handcuffed 
refugees into Turkey, the ones that are shaping the lives of the 
rest of us.

Demodystopian ideas wielded by the ultra-rich and 
ultra-right are popularised by many others, ranging from 
Jean Raspail to Samuel Huntington, Niall Ferguson, James 
Lovelock, Jack A. Goldstone, Garrett (lifeboat ethics) Hardin, 
and Brad Pitt in the film World WarZ, spreading as zombie 
culture to new audiences and in new formats like comic 
strips, films, series like The Walking Dead, and video games. 
They express nervousness over governability of menacing 
creatures. The other side of the coin is that dehumanized 
beings, at the mercy of the powerful, live in terrible fear. In 
his 1941 State of the Union (“The Four Freedoms”) address, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt named “freedom from fear” as his 
fourth freedom, harking back to the ancient republican prin-
ciple that if you live in fear you can’t be free. Refugees, forced 
to flee from terror at home, are further terrorized travelling to 
their destination and when they reach it. Few humans are less 
free. The rest of us are supposed to shun and fear them as a 
zombie-like threat. And to surrender our freedoms to the new 
security paradigm. Dystopia is more than a game. It is a real 
factor in political discourse. 

The concept “refugee” was coined in 17th-century France, 
applied to persecuted Huguenots after the revocation of the 
Treaty of Nantes which allowed Protestants freedom of reli-
gion. It originally meant “one [involuntarily] seeking asylum” 
and the less ethically loaded sense of “[maybe voluntarily] 
fleeing home” only appeared during the First World War. 
The earlier use implies persecution, hence violated rights and 
the moral duty to keep people safe from violence. Squabbles 
over the definition of “refugee” have caused more gross denial 
of human rights. Since 2008, 22.5 million people have been 
forced from their homes by floods and hurricanes, twice as 
many as the record eleven million displaced by conflicts in 

2014, but they are not accorded “refugee” status.
The nub of the question is that human rights are univer-

sal or they are not human (for every human) rights but the 
privileges and impunity of a few. Human rights have almost 
always arisen from the struggles of the dispossessed and 
disempowered. The struggle is starting again and, this time, 
not in isolated instances. Networks of dissent have been con-
solidating all over Europe since 2011 as citizens who protested 
about austerity measures are now denouncing the treatment 
of refugees. And they understand the connections. Some of-
ficial organisms are also taking action and there are count-
less municipal and university support schemes for refugees, 
from Budapest to Malmö. Ten mayors (from Barcelona, Paris, 
Athens, Amsterdam, Berlin, Leipzig, Helsinki, Malmö, Rome 
and Ghent) have recently sought EU funds in order to offer 
direct asylum to refugees, bypassing obstructive govern-
ments. As Barcelona mayor, Ada Colau, said at the opening 
of Habitat III, “We can transform our cities into shared spaces 
of human rights”. 

Basically, we are faced with the choice between the envi-
ronmentally ravaged dystopia which the powers-that-be are 
holding out and a space we will have to fight for, where biodi-
versity and human rights flourish and are protected, one that 
is conducive to peaceful coexistence so that people will not be 
forced to seek refuge in foreign lands. CP

Daniel Raventós is a lecturer in Economics at the University of 
Barcelona and author of Basic Income: The Material Conditions 
of Freedom (Pluto Press, 2007). Julie Wark is the author of 
The Human Rights Manifesto (Zero Books, 2013). They live in 
Barcelona.

Welfare Reform and  
the Failure of  

Democratic Politics
By Margaret Kimberley

Regardless of the outcome of the 2016 presidential election, 
Hillary Clinton’s campaign has been useful in resurrecting 
analysis of her husband’s presidency and of black people’s 
relationship with that office. Bill Clinton has returned to his 
old Sister Souljah form and renewed his open and blatant 
appeals to white racism. While Clinton’s act may be wearing 
thin it ought to be an opportunity to dissect the shameful way 
in which he treated black people. It is equally shameful that 
so many of the so-called black leaders went along with the 
offenses committed against them and the people they claim 
to represent.

Bill Clinton’s two terms as president from 1993 to 2001 rep-
resented a terrible continuum of black people’s relationship to 
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the presidency. That relationship is marked by the existence of 
a “white people’s party.” The other party is one which appears 
to be more inclusive when in fact both serve the interests of 
the ruling classes. Progressives, black people in particular, 
hold themselves hostage to the seemingly inclusive party and 
negate their own power in the process. 

The Democratic Party played the white party role for 
more than 100 years. The Democrats were the party of white 
southerners before the civil war and remained as such until 
the late 1960s and early 1970s. The Republicans were the party 
of Lincoln and emancipation. Franklin Roosevelt and Harry 
Truman made inroads with modest efforts to win black votes. 
Yet their reliance on the support of politicians from the seg-
regated south made the democratic party largely unfriendly 
to black interests. That dynamic didn’t change until the emer-
gence of the 1960s liberation movement and the Republicans 
re-positioning themselves as the party representing white 
grievance.

Bill Clinton came to office in 1993 after three straight 
Republican victories for president. Ronald Reagan and 
George H.W. Bush didn’t just win, they won by huge margins. 
Their Democratic opponents won in only a handful of states. 
The Democratic Party chose to fight corporate fire with fire, 
and made sure that the 1992 nominee would be one who 
would move further to the right. Bill Clinton was the choice 
and he didn’t need to be coaxed into the right wing camp 
because he was already there.

Black fear of the white peoples’ party made Clinton nearly 
untouchable. It didn’t matter that he left the campaign trail 
to execute a mentally disabled black man or that he used his 
infamous “Sister Souljah moment” to simultaneously humili-
ate Jesse Jackson and make a racist plea to white voters. Bill 
Clinton received nearly unanimous support for words and 
deeds which would have been rejected had they been put 
forth by a Republican.

Just two years after his victory the Democratic Party 
went down in flames in the 1994 congressional elections. 
Republicans gained majorities in both houses of congress 
and now controlled the political agenda. Their victory would 
not have necessarily had that effect but Clinton’s treachery 
meant that the right wing firmly held the reins. The Gingrich’s 
Contract with America was a tailor made agenda item for the 
white people’s party. In Bill Clinton they had a president eager 
to do business and help them pass a signature piece of legisla-
tive they had dreamed about for decades. 

It can be argued that black people are the most reviled 
group of people in the United States. The second most stigma-
tized and hated are the poor. In fact, the two groups are often 
considered to be one and the same. Despite the fact that there 
are more poor whites than poor blacks, the words poor and 
black are synonymous in the minds of most Americans. That 
conflation ranks punishing poor people among the easiest of 
public policy actions to accomplish.

The passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 was a terrible miscar-
riage of justice but it is also an indictment of the entire demo-
cratic party. By that time the right to public assistance was a 
sixty-year old entitlement. Clinton made real the conservative 
fantasy of ending the right to governmental aid. The so-called 
welfare reform bill should have been the straw the broke the 
Clintonian camel’s back. But it did no such thing. Only two 
members of the Congressional Black Caucus voted for the 
bill, but none of the rest spoke out strongly against it and they 
all endorsed Clinton’s re-election that year.

The idea that there was a federal government responsibility 
to care for the poor began during the Franklin Roosevelt ad-
ministration. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
(FERA) was established in 1933 in part to provide for the 
needs of America’s poor. In the poor southern states, home 
to three out of four black people, whites consistently received 
a disproportionate amount of aid. FERA administrator Harry 
Hopkins found that he had to “accommodate the demands of 
southern plantation owners for cheap farm labor by curtailing 
relief payments to agricultural laborers and sharecroppers.” 

Local relief administrators used a variety of schemes to 
make sure that black low wage workers would literally be 
kept on the plantation. Agricultural workers were excluded 
from the rolls at harvest or planting time and southern demo-
crats demanded the power to make these rules free from any 
federal interference.

FERA and other new deal initiatives were temporary in 
nature and were all supplanted by the Social Security Act of 
1935. The Social Security Act established unemployment in-
surance, old age pensions and a relief entitlement. Southern 
Democrats again undercut the power of the legislation by 
demanding and getting the exclusion of agricultural and do-
mestic work from social security and unemployment benefits. 
It was not until 1954 when the presidency, senate and house 
were in republican hands that these occupational exclusions 
were eliminated. 

This landmark legislation brought welfare as we knew it 
into existence. States were required to provide for the needs 
of families with children through Aid to Dependent Children 
(ADC). ADC offered assistance to families where one parent, 
usually the father, was absent. This requirement created one 
of the most hated aspects of welfare and had the effect of de-
priving poor people of the nuclear family that was otherwise 
venerated. It was not until 1968 when the supreme court ruled 
in King v. Smith that the ban on two parent families receiving 
aid was eliminated.

Despite the ease of demonizing poor people and blaming 
them for all of the country’s ills, welfare recipients did fight 
back. King v. Smith was brought to the court through the 
efforts of the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO). 
NWRO was headed by Dr. George Wiley, a chemist on the 
faculty of Syracuse University. In 1966 he left academia and 
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founded the Poverty/Rights Action Center which morphed 
into NWRO. The very existence of NWRO was quite revo-
lutionary. Welfare recipients moved from being hidden and 
passive to forming a movement which made the audacious 
claim that they too had legal rights. At its height more than 
22,000 families were members of NWRO.

NWRO exemplified the fearlessness which was common 
place during the days of the black liberation movement. Fast 
forward 20 years later and the gains of activism and numer-
ous court cases were all wiped out by the democratic party. 

It is true that Ronald Reagan spoke of “welfare queens” and 
“strapping you bucks” who used food stamps but he did not 
end the welfare entitlement. Bill Clinton did that and he paid 
no political price for it whatsoever. There were no prominent 
Democrats who argued against his re-election after he pushed 
millions of people 
further into poverty.

So-called welfare 
reform was as dra-
conian as the drug 
enforcement laws 
which Clinton inflict-
ed on black people. 
Clinton’s bill replaced 
Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children 
with Temporary Aid 
to Needy Families 
(TANF). Recipients 
had to begin working 
within two years of 
receiving benefits and 
had a lifetime limit of 
five years of benefits 
paid for by the federal 
government. The em-
phasis was decidedly 
on the word temporary. 

Worst of all, the law brought back the bad old days when 
states determined how monies should be spent. They received 
block grants to use as they saw fit. There was no longer any 
federally mandated right to welfare and the safety net disap-
peared. Legal immigrants lost the right to receive benefits 
and even if they had paid taxes for years they were no longer 
eligible for Supplement Security Income (SSI). 

While welfare for poor people was cut, the new law found 
news ways to find welfare for corporations. The legislation re-
quired states to digitize what had been actual stamps for food 
purchases and replaced them with EBT debit cards. Only one 
state, Montana, administers its own program. The rest have 
contracted with subsidiaries of JPMorgan Chase, Xerox and 
Fidelity National Services. Since 2004, the JPMorgan Chase 
subsidiary alone has been paid $560 million in contracts with 
18 of the states. 

It isn’t just SNAP, the official name for the post 1996 food 
stamp program, that makes poverty a profit center. Child 
support enforcement created a whole new class of criminals 
and a new class of corporate welfare recipients. Much of the 
animus towards welfare recipients was based on the notion 
that black men were fathering children they refused to 
support and that they should pay up or be punished. In fact 
the emphasis was more on punishment of low income black 
men than on caring for children.

Child support enforcement had been a local responsibil-
ity but the Clinton plan allowed states to share information 
on delinquent payments. The non-custodial parent, usually 
a father, is subject to arrest if child support is owed and he 
can be denied a means to make a living, such as holding a 
driver’s license. Passports can be denied anyone owing more 

than $5,000 in child 
support. Of course the 
payment system has 
been automated and 
that means more cor-
porations are making 
money off of people 
with low wages. Those 
who can’t pay can be 
imprisoned and now 
the for-profit incar-
ceration system has 
its hand in the public 
trough too.

The 1996 law was so 
bad that three assis-
tant secretaries at the 
Department of Health 
and Human Services, 
Peter Edelman, Mary 
Jo Bane and Wendell 
Primus resigned in 

protest. Edelman’s original statement announcing his depar-
ture was a simple two sentence missive. “I have devoted the 
last 30-plus years to doing whatever I could to help in reduc-
ing poverty in America. I believe the recently enacted welfare 
bill goes in the opposite direction.’’ 

Edelman saved his ammunition until the following year. He 
wrote an article in the Atlantic magazine entitled “The worst 
thing Bill Clinton has done.” He revealed that despite the 
claims of Republican intransigence Clinton wasn’t forced to 
bring forth the awful bill. It can’t even be argued that it gave 
Clinton support among white people who Democrats crave 
to win back. Every poll showed Clinton well ahead of his 
Republican rival Bob Dole. It was an act of pure cynicism and 
racism and it succeeded in making poor people poorer. 

While Edelman’s resignation was a worthy act it didn’t go 
nearly far enough. Had he publicly shamed the president 
and other Democrats he might have kept the monstrosity 
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from ever coming to life. But Edelman was a true Democrat. 
“My judgment was that it was important to make clear the 
reasons for my resignation but not helpful to politicize the 
issue further during an election campaign. And I did want to 
see President Clinton re-elected.” That decision to keep quiet 
about his opposition until after Clinton was safely back in the 
White House spoke volumes about everything that is wrong 
with the Democratic Party. 

The act reinforced the worst stereotype against poor people, 
namely that they chose to languish on welfare for years while 
jobs were plentiful. Ergo they were lazy parasites on society 
and needed to be pushed off of what had become a comfort-
able dole. Unemployment was seen as a matter of personal 
responsibility only. It was rarely thought of as a persistent 
condition for millions of people for whom living wage work 
had disappeared or in some cases had never really existed.

The law succeeded in cutting people from the rolls. Across 
the country states showed huge declines in the number of 
public assistance recipients. At its peak in 2004 there were 14 
million people receiving federally funded assistance. In 2014 
that number was just 4 million. The 70% rate of decline did 
not take place because the lazy suddenly became industrious 
or because jobs suddenly appeared. The decline happened 
because the 1996 welfare reform law was intended to kick 
people off of welfare and it succeeded in doing just that.

Today it is popular to excoriate Bill and Hillary Clinton for 
their many crimes. When he first ran for president in 1992 he 
said that his election would bring “two for the price of one.” 
They are certainly linked in corruption and criminality. As 
president he pushed thousands of people into poverty and 
sent thousands more to prison under the guise of fighting 
crime. Despite what she said in 1992 she did in fact stand by 
her man like Tammy Wynette and she supported everything 
her husband did. 

Now that Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders is making the 
case against the corporatist wing of the Democrats, the silent 
liberals are now finding their voice. They couldn’t find it 
against Bill Clinton or Barack Obama either. Obama and the 
Democrats controlled congress in 2009 and 2010. They didn’t 
undo the Clinton era welfare bill. They raised the minimum 
wage in the United States a measly 70 cents to only $7.25 per 
hour. They didn’t undo Clinton’s crime bill or Bush’s tax cuts 
for the rich. 

It is popular to excoriate Bill and Hillary Clinton and 
rightly so. But it isn’t right to let the past go unexamined 
or allow the perpetrators to go free. While Bill Clinton was 
sending black people to the poor house or to jail, the black 
leaders of the Democratic Party acquiesced. The duopoly of a 
white man’s party and a pretend inclusive party works to keep 
them ensconced in office or in their corporate funded, party 
approved, well-paying jobs. It is little wonder that these so-
called leaders are still in the tank for Hillary Clinton 20 years 
after the injustice took place. 

But what of the rest of black America? Why did millions of 

other people, some of them in or near poverty, tacitly or ex-
plicitly support the terrible wrong that was committed against 
individuals they knew? 

Everyone has an anecdote of an acquaintance, relative or 
neighbor who is thought to be cheating the system. The per-
sonal attacks work something along these lines. So-and-so 
could be working. Why did she have another child? Why 
isn’t he supporting his children? Why can’t he find a job? The 
incriminating questions go on and on and create a cycle of 
self-hatred. That is why Bill Clinton was able to sign his bill 
with former welfare recipients front and center along with 
members of the Black Caucus to celebrate a day that ought to 
live in infamy.

Of course, none of that would be possible if Americans had 
any sense of a class consciousness. Instead even oppressed 
people yearn for respectability and acceptance by the people 
who rule over them. The result is often that those slightly 
above the most vulnerable will attack them too. No one is as 
easy a target as a person living in poverty.

The sordid end of the Clinton presidency and the Bill and 
Hillary racist appeals of the 2008 democratic race against 
Obama put an end to any talk of an imaginary “first black 
president” in favor of a real one. Now in 2016 the combination 
of Clinton fatigue and the Sanders phenomenon has given 
courage to the cowardly but only to a point.

The Democratic socialist Bernie Sanders doesn’t say any-
thing about restoring the welfare benefits program that 
existed for 60 years. He repeats the mantra of a $15 per hour 
minimum wage, but in increments that won’t be reached for 
another five years. The Democrats get away with criminality 
and no one comes behind them to even undo what they did.

Barack Obama isn’t any better than the Clintons. He is just 
smart enough to be more subtle. He practices so-called dog 
whistle politics with his hectoring and vilification of black 
men as he labels them all dead beat dads like the father who 
abandoned him. 

The Democratic Party is nothing more than a huge protec-
tion racket for wealthy people and corporations and reaction-
ary interests. They pretend to fight against the villains in order 
to successfully market themselves in election years. The rulers 
certainly don’t mind. The two party system is like professional 
wrestling. Everyone is in on the joke.

The 2016 election should not just be a time to rehash the 
horrors of Hillary. It ought to be a time of honest assessment. 
In 1992 Democrats coalesced around Bill Clinton. The critics 
were few and far between just as they have been for Barack 
Obama. He is the more sophisticated version of the Clintons 
who are suddenly considered so gauche. 

If progressives are going to harken back to some glori-
ous moment in history it should not end with “feeling the 
Bern” as Sanders supporters say. The National Welfare 
Rights Organization provides the historical model for what 
Democrats who claim to be on the left ought to do. There is 
precious little to show for electing more democrats to office. 
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The greatest gains of black people and of all progressive forces 
took place outside of electoral politics. 

Progressives want someone to love more than they want 
anything else. They can’t love Hillary, so they move toward 
Bernie. As the saying goes, we have seen this movie and 
we know the ending. Perhaps Sanders will not be as openly 
shameless as Clinton or Obama, but the system won’t change 
even if he should be in the oval office.

At least one part of the safety net was not touched by the 
Clinton plan. Social security disability is the new welfare for 
middle-aged blue collar workers. There are twice as many re-
cipients now, some 8 million people, as there were in 1996. 
Of course this program is growing precisely because other 
public assistance benefits no longer exist. Conservatives are 
already attacking the program with language similar to their 
anti-welfare screeds.

Disability recipients are by definition former workers and 
that status gives them some political protection. But that 
doesn’t mean they will be exempt from attack forever. Once 
workers go on disability they rarely leave. They can easily 
be labeled as the new moochers living in a cycle of depen-
dency and stealing from the rest of us. Bill Clinton’s welfare 
destruction proved that nothing is sacred and safe from a wily 
politician. 

If Democrats and Republicans are true to form, the repub-
licans will keep up the attack. But when disability payments 
are made with block grants to states, or are means-tested or 
are time-limited it will be a democrat who does the dirty 
deed. It isn’t hard to imagine that some telegenic, popular 
candidate will emerge anew. He (in all likelihood a man) will 
be beloved by people who forgot how they were used four or 
eight years earlier. The mantra may be, “End disability as we 
know it.” Or perhaps “Mend it don’t end it” will have a better 
ring. As long as democrats are able to market themselves as 
anti-racist, tolerant, and friend of struggling people, they will 
be better able to carry out the crime. 

The horrors of the Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act never end. In April 2016 
one million people may lose their SNAP food stamp benefits. 
Single, childless adults were limited to 90 days of benefits 
but a federal waiver suspended that rule during the worst of 
the recession. Because phony unemployment statistics show 
improvement, the waivers are ending in most states and 
people will go hungry. This happened under a Democratic 
president eager to make deals with Republicans. In 1996 Bill 
Clinton was eager for deal making with Republicans. Poor 
people in America are definitely better off with intransigent 
Republicans. The Democratic Party is the one they should 
fear. CP

Margaret Kimberley is an editor and senior columnist of 
Black Agenda Report. 

Obama’s Dangerous 
Nuclear Moves

The U .S ./NATO War On Russia
By Carl Boggs

As the U.S./NATO push eastward continues relentlessly, 
and perilously, the geopolitical struggle for leverage between 
the two leading nuclear powers deepens. Washington justi-
fies its aggressive position on the bogus claim that Russia is 
hell bent on restoring the Soviet empire, or some portion of 
it.  Vladimir Putin (shock) is rendered as the “new Hitler” 
by the usual cast of foreign-policy elites, Republicans, 
and media pundits. Not to be outdone, at the outset of the 
U.S.-engineered Ukrainian crisis Hillary Clinton was heard 
to describe Putin as “another Hitler” during a fundraising 
talk. As the conflict in Europe worsens, President Obama 
has taken the opportunity to dramatically upgrade the U.S. 
nuclear arsenal, replete with a more “flexible” strategy di-
rected at Russia.

Beyond rekindling the Cold War, Obama’s moves have 
done much to revitalize the nuclear arms race in Eastern 
Europe, mostly outside the scope public awareness. Obama 
has embarked upon the most ambitious, and expensive, U.S. 
nuclear “modernization” agenda since the Manhattan Project. 
Washington now fields more than 2000 atomic warheads on 
ICBMs, submarines, strategic bombers, and smaller tactical 
systems, the most powerful arsenal in the world. That, however, 
is not enough for the Obama administration and its Pentagon 
planners. New enhancements include eight renovated produc-
tion facilities (including those at Oak Ridge, Los Alamos, and 
Kansas City), refurbishing of older warheads, streamlined 
command and communications systems, an upgraded subma-
rine fleet, and more vigorous R&D to support all this. 

While the political class screams about excesses of govern-
ment spending, there is no shortage of funds for military pri-
orities—especially for the swollen nuclear complex. Over the 
coming decade the bill for nuclear modernization alone could 
reach $350 billion; within three decades it could exceed one 
trillion dollars.  Largely ignored is that such nuclear expan-
sion violates Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) statutes 
requiring all nuclear powers to curb further development.  
Of course that matters little to anyone at the White House, 
Congress, and Pentagon at a time when “security interests” 
are rarely subject to debate, and we know the corporate media 
is preoccupied with other more pressing concerns.

Full-scale U.S. nuclear modernization is presently under-
way with refinement of the Minuteman ICBMs and construc-
tion of 12 new atomic subs at an estimated price tag of $139 
billion. Meanwhile, in the next several years the Air Force is 
slated to receive up to 100 new long-range bombers to replace 
aging B-1 and B-52 bombers. More disturbing, the U.S. and 
NATO are coordinating efforts to streamline mobile nuclear 
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strike forces in five Alliance countries—Germany, Italy, 
Belgium, Holland, and Turkey—part of a “nuclear-sharing” 
scheme that also violates the NPT framework.  This follows 
an evolving NATO nuclear doctrine based on “controlled 
nuclear operations” and “measured response” that renders 
the atomic option more plausible insofar as it emphasizes 
lower-yield tactical weapons with ostensibly more limited and 
accurate strike features, thus less deadly (though any tactical 
nuclear shoot-out would surely mean the mass murder of 
millions, perhaps tens of millions of people in the region).

These Strangelovian fantasies are driven by an especially 
macabre imperialism: nuclear war is to be fought elsewhere, 
in this case in and around Russia, with the American home-
land (at least theoretically) secure, far from any hellish 
catastrophe. Moreover, as the geopolitical situation deterio-
rates, the nuclear planners have apparently stepped up their 
gruesome calculations with some kind of an eventual atomic 
showdown in mind.

While several potential nuclear targets remain on U.S. 
radar—Iran, China, North Korea—the immediate and all-
consuming target is Russia which, under Putin, furnishes the 
perfect nemesis: a severely weakened nation riddled with eco-
nomic problems while retaining its status as a zone of inde-
pendent power in Europe. The U.S./NATO goal of isolation, 
leading to eventual strangulation, makes twisted imperial 
sense, and in fact has become a cornerstone of Washington 
foreign-policy consensus.  Much of this demented strategy 
has been hatched at the hyper-secretive Nuclear Planning 
Group, which embraces the more aggressive, flexible, nuclear 
doctrine.  Despite media images of an expansive Russian jug-
gernaut ruled by a psychopathological maniac, the Russian 
Federation has in recent years been thrown onto the defen-
sive, its forces virtually encircled by far more powerful U.S./
NATO conventional and nuclear deployments, including a 
sizable “rapid response force”.  

Russian military spending is pitifully small compared 
with U.S. levels, considerably smaller when the entire NATO 
budget is taken into account, which is roughly 70 percent of 
the world total. For 2015 the Putin regime spent $70 billion on 
armaments, less than one-tenth U.S. expenditures alone and 
just one-sixteenth of NATO spending ($1.2 trillion) for the 
combined 28 nations. NATO has four million active troops, 
Russia less than 800,000. This gap is presently widening, 
despite media reports of an alarming upsurge in Russian mili-
tarization. Any such upsurge would hardly match Obama’s 
earmarking of an additional $3.4 billion to bolster NATO’s 
rapid deployment forces along Russia’s western borders. 
Ironically, Stalin’s 1930s fear of “capitalist encirclement” has 
finally come to pass.   

NATO’s conventional forces now possess more firepower 
and greater mobility—and are more prepared for war than 
at any time since the height of the Cold War.  U.S./NATO 
military units routinely conduct “training exercises” on the 

western flanks of Russia. American subversive operations in 
Ukraine, crucial to the early 2014 Kiev coup, are ongoing, 
consistent with objectives laid out in 2008 to integrate both 
Georgia and Ukraine into NATO. Meanwhile, in the wake of 
generally more aggressive U.S. initiatives, the nuclear arms 
race is heating up as Moscow has taken up its own (though 
far less robust) modernization program. 

What is well-known in Europe (less so in the U.S.) is that 
Washington has deployed warheads across the continent—20 
alone at air force bases in Germany that constitute a first-
strike “mobile-response”. Since all deployments are geared to 
war with Russia, this is bound to call into question existing 
arms-control efforts and further undermine the latest (2010) 
START agreement between the U.S. and Russia reducing war-
heads to less than 1500 total by 2018. 

The prevailing American ideological climate is more 
conducive to military escalation than to arms control. That 
is hardly astonishing: we have a proliferation of lobbies, 
think tanks, and government agencies in Washington thor-
oughly immersed in the ethos of warfare. Interventions in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, along with the interminable 
war on terror, illuminate the degree to which militarism is 
endemic to American political culture. What few Americans 
know, however, is just how Russia (and some former Soviet 
republics) have been in the Pentagon’s crosshairs since the 
late 1990s, if not earlier. The nationalist Putin’s ascendancy in 
2000 brought to the surface many decades of deep U.S. hostil-
ity to Russia, an outook that is unlikely to vanish soon.  Bill 
Clinton’s move to dismember Yugoslavia—an earlier indepen-
dent center of European power—during the 1990s, culminat-
ing in the 1999 NATO attacks on Serbia, helped pave the way 
toward the Alliance’s greater eastward thrust.

Since then NATO has grown steadily in member nations, 
many stretching along the Federation’s borders. The Western 
myth of an aggressive, resurgent Russia continues to thrive, 
serving as it does war making interests in the U.S. (and some 
European nations). According to Secretary of Defense Ashton 
Carter: “We’re reinforcing our posture in Europe to support 
our NATO allies in the face of Russian aggression.” The U.S. 
recently sent mobile troop units from Germany to such 
countries as Bulgaria, Poland, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, and 
Romania—units comprised of “rotating brigades” on high 
alert. Once Putin has been caricatured as the “new Hitler”, 
everything follows.  

While both sides possess a large arsenal of tactical nukes, it 
is the American-deployed nukes—many very close to Russia, 
on first-strike status—that pose the most immediate threat.  
Obviously, the Putin regime will be hardly inclined to initiate 
any tactical nuclear exchange in the vicinity of its own terrain, 
where millions of Russian lives could be lost. When it comes 
to U.S. military strategy, there is no symmetry: unless ICBMs 
were senselessly launched, the American homeland would be 
largely secure, with most devastation confined to the eastern 
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zones of Europe.
American public discourse on the topic of NATO and 

Russia bears no resemblance to the European reality: the 
image of an evil Putin dominates, and distorts, all thinking. A 
Russia that is increasingly besieged economically, politically, 
and militarily emerges as a monstrous threat, the source of 
all disruptions and threats. NATO is naturally a peace-loving 
alliance that wants nothing more than to bring democracy 
and human rights to deprived populations. Putin is crazy, 
out of control, incapable of rational diplomacy, obsessed with 
military solutions. Russian obsession with its own national 
security is “paranoia”.  Such imperialist myth-making conve-
niently underpins the U.S./NATO stance of economic sanc-
tions and military vigilance, ruling out moves toward détente.

The reality is that Russia is an ailing regional power 
overcome by crisis and vulnerability: a combination of 
Western-imposed sanctions and collapsing oil prices has 
given rise to steady economic decline marked by drastically 
falling living standards and depleted public infrastructure. 
Economic growth fell by more than four percent in 2015. 
With Russia largely cut off from European capital markets, 
foreign investment since 2014 has been reduced by nearly 90 
percent. In this context, Putin’s heavy reliance on nationalism 
reflects weakness rather than strength, fragility rather than a 
expansionism.

 At this point an inescapable question arises: what might 
Hillary Clinton be expected to do once (as likely) she enters 
the White House in less than a year?  No one knows for 
sure, but any thought that Hillary might take a softer line 
on Russia—indeed on any foreign policy issue—should be 
quickly jettisoned.  Aside from standard clichés and a few 
peripheral remarks, the topic has scarcely been taken up 
among either Democratic or Republican presidential aspi-
rants. We do know that the Clintonites are basically neocons 
anxious to spread their doctrine of neoliberal capitalism 
far and wide.  We know further that Hillary has champi-
oned wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Syria—not to 
mention the Balkans when Bill was calling the shots and 
Hillary was voicing zealous support. (Note: to describe 
Hillary as “hawkish” does not suffice; “warmonger” is more 
appropriate.) 

Hillary has recently called on Europeans to valiantly stand 
up to terrible “Russian bullying”, adding that (even harsher) 
economic sanctions are not enough (as she intoned during 
one CNN debate). A champion of the Pentagon, security-
state, Wall Street, Council on Foreign Relations, and Israel 
Lobby, Hillary wants Europeans to break their fatal depen-
dency on Russian energy sources, presumably freeing them 
to adopt a harder line against Moscow. At the same debate she 
stated: “The way that Russia is trying to move the boundar-
ies of post-World War II Europe, the way he [Putin] is trying 
to set European countries against one another, seizing terri-
tory, holding it in Crimea, beginning to explore whether they 
could make some inroads into the Baltics”, demands a vigor-

ous (military?) response. Oddly, it is the American “crazy”, 
Donald Trump, who has called (vaguely to be sure) for some 
kind of collaborative rapport with the Russians in order to 
combat ISIS.

For the record, there was no “seizure” (military or other-
wise) of Crimea—the local Russian population voted over-
whelmingly to join the Federation—nor is there credible evi-
dence that Putin has his sights set on the Baltic states or any 
other region of Europe, including Ukraine. World War II? At 
that time Crimea was in fact part of Russia and Ukraine part 
of the Soviet Union, so Putin’s “aggression” clearly has little to 
do with “moving boundaries”.

As Diana Johnstone rightly observes in Queen of Chaos, 
Hillary is proceeding squarely in the tracks of her husband’s 
Balkans’ crusade—a momentous earlier phase of NATO’s 
push eastward facilitated by superior U.S. air power.  There 
should be no mistake: Hillary (even more than the Donald) is 
the preferred candidate of the American war machine, which 
remains grateful for how Bill worked so diligently in the 1990s 
to expand U.S. global power under the guise of “humanitar-
ian intervention”—a veneer invoked by such neoliberal im-
perialists as Madeleine Albright, George Soros, Tony Blair, 
and George W. Bush as well as the Clintons. With Hillary in 
the White House, military action can be expected to arrive 
beneath a façade of delivering human rights and similar bene-
fits to targeted victims. On this point at least, could the Benito 
Mussolini of the Republicans provide more political wisdom 
than the Margaret Thatcher of the Democrats?   

No doubt Hillary, if elected, will come under intense pres-
sure from Israel and its American supporters to reverse the 
Iran deal, but little can be done insofar as tougher economic 
sanctions and the “military option” are destined to run up 
against firm international consensus and, barring direct 
armed intervention, simply cannot be viable. That means 
Hillary’s warmaking impulses would have to be channeled 
elsewhere, and what is richer in opportunities than the evils of 
“Russian aggression” laid at the doorstep of the newest Hitler?  
Congruent with Clinton’s New Democratic ideology (un-
trammeled corporate globalization under cover of socially-
progressive “values”), military ventures will be sugar-coated 
with enlightened rhetoric, as they were in the Balkans. Free 
trade, privatization, and corporate deregulation are doctrinal 
imperatives, but so too is a robust militarism where consum-
mate government spending becomes the (taken-for-granted) 
exception to general austerity.  When such neoliberal mes-
sianism is fully set into motion, it is time to start running for 
cover. In the case of Russia, the Clintonites would probably 
love nothing better than a return to fuller “shock therapy” 
combined with NATO absorption of Ukraine and Georgia. 

 Alas, the 2016 presidential debates (Bernie Sanders ex-
cepted) have offered little beyond a steady flow of rightwing 
talking points. Military escalation in Europe, with its fear-
some prospects for nuclear warfare, has been obscured in a 
maze of silly candidate attacks and counter-attacks. Could 
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sharpening conflict between the U.S./NATO and Russia pre-
figure widening military conflict that might veer hopelessly 
out of control?  Could arms-control efforts now be defunct? 
What are the possible consequences of full-scale U.S. nuclear 
modernization, possibly matched by Russia?  Could the 
Ukrainian crisis be a pretext for more ambitious U.S./NATO 
moves? Stay tuned, but for the moment don’t anticipate any-
thing beyond a few commonplace anti-Russian platitudes.  As 
for later—watch out! CP

Carl Boggs is the author of Origins of the Warfare State: World 
War II and the Transformation of American Politics (Routledge, 
forthcoming).

100 Days of Change
The Party of Oblivion in Argentina

By Arturo Desimone

Si se puede “Yes we can” was one of the campaign slogans 
of Macri’s Cambiemos (“Let’s Change”) party. Mantras from 
Macri’s spiritual advisor, the yogi and New Age entrepreneur 
Guru Shankar, were circulated amidst party members. With 
the breaking news of narrow election victory, after the second 
round of votes in December 2015, officials of Cambiemos 
burst into celebration, their techno-dancing televised on 
Clarín’s stations. President Macri handed out copies of a biog-
raphy of Nelson Mandela, “The Smile of Mandela’’ signed by 
the author, Gibraltar-born British journalist John Carlin, who 
gave interviews to the Clarin newspaper’s cultural supplement 
Revista testifying to his gratitude. Shibboleths of the Macri/
Cambiemos party often repeat the words “reconciliation’’ and 
“forgiveness’’ (Presumably, the radiant forgiveness is directed 
towards those who show least remorse of all: functionaries 
and executing military officers of the 1970s era, currently on 
trials begun in 2003, now faced with paralysis by the excavat-
ed corpse of “Amnesty”) Sometimes a bit of “human rights” 
gets thrown in—but only in reference to the human rights 
violations by Maduro in Venezuela—much about “ecology’’, 
“sustainable development’’ and “looking forward, not back.” 

Strong stuff, reminiscent perhaps of the winning political-
correctness of Canada’s Justin Trudeau. Indeed, Cambiemos 
almost made itself out to be a Green party, even distribut-
ing balloons to poor people in the most vulnerable regions 
of Argentina, in the realistic hope that balloons win votes. 
Balloons, the PR machinery unleashed by all channels of 
the Clarin media monopoly announced Macri to be the 
victory long before the first round of votes were counted. 
Perhaps in the ironic clarification of what Macri’s entourage 
meant by “promoting pluralism’’, the Argentinian cable-
networks have announced they are dropping the left-wing, 

Pan-Latin-American television station Telesur, (a channel 
usually associated with the opposition) in exchange for CNN 
en Español. 

After the balloons, yoga and techno-dancing came the 
100.000 layoffs of workers within the first 100 days of Macri’s 
and the Cambiemos party’s inauguration into the Casa 
Rosada (the presidential palace, literally “Pink House’’). The 
surgery-scalpel of layoffs concentrated on the cultural in-
vestments, and all programs related to social inclusion and 
redistribution of wealth. Such controversial programs as 
those providing baby-care kits to the poorest families with 
new-borns, and free medical check-ups for prostitutes, were 
immediately slashed as promised.

During February, an armoured vehicle of the police 
seemed to be perpetually parked humming its muffler outside 
the National Library in Buenos Aires. 250 library workers 
were fired, and the publishing house closed down, leading to 
violent scuffles and demands that irreplaceable librarians be 
reinstated at the 200-year-old library where Jorge Luis Borges 
was once chief-librarian (it was from his post in the library 
that Borges witnessed a military coup against Peron in the 
1950s, called La Revolución Libertadora.) 

In his speeches, Macri has often embarrassed his script-
writers with elementary mistakes and mispronunciations 
of words in Spanish. He also seems to be a political illiter-
ate, as revealed at the Davos Forum (which was boycotted 
as a neoliberal forum by ex-president Cristina Fernandes de 
Kirchner) Macri showed political illiteracy by mistakenly 
naming Sergio Massa as the leader of “the Peronist Party’’, a 
non-existent political party in Argentina In a historic con-
cession seldom made in open by any Argentinian politician 
wanting to keep his head on, Macri assured Cameron the 
question of the Malvinas islands were on the table—Macri’s 
gift, unacceptable to any part of the Argentine political 
spectrum, was run afoul by the spectre of Cristina’s previous 
presidency anway, when the UN decreed in March that the 
Malvinas are Argentinian territory, officializing a proposal 
made by the preceding Argentinian government.

Macri’s government contains what Pier Paolo Pasolini 
observed to be the chief ill of Italy: the power of television 
media in the post-fascist society to endorse a consumerist 
cultural lifestyle of hovering between playful delinquency and 
passivity. That violence and delinquency is to be found in the 
middle class support for Macri, who does not have the street-
experience or the pimp’s charm possessed by Silvio Berlusconi 
or by the 90’s Argentinian President Menem, and yet intends 
to carry Argentina down a similar course after having won 
the elections by a tiny fraction of the vote. 

Opposition critics like economist Axel Kicillof decry how 
Argentina’s new economic plan is one of absolute, servile con-
cession to the appeals and lawsuits of New York hedge-funds 
favoured by Judge Thomas Griesa. No room left, then, for any 
spending that sustains culture, identity, or industry.

After 100,000 workers were fired, the government an-
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nounced music programs are soon to cut from schools na-
tionwide. In the land where folklore preserves the popular 
soul, music is frivolity. 3000 music teachers will soon be on 
the streets along with those who advanced literacy for chil-
dren in the violent favelas of Argentine cities.

There is, however, a Minister of Culture. That would 
be Dario Lopérfido, who from January 1st onwards went 
to battle with human rights organizations like HIJOS and 
the May Plaza Mothers. Lopérfido smeared the mothers as 
extortionists who falsified their testimonies of having lost 
their sons and daughters abducted during the 1970s terror 
regime. In press conferences, twitter and facebook feeds, 
the culture minister claimed the amount of disappeared to 
be far less than 30.000 disappeared persons, perhaps 1200. 

“They bloated those figures to get subsidies and money from 
the state’’ he likes to chime. Culture Minister Lopérfido is a 
historical revisionist, well in line with the official doctored 
history of his perfidious party. When mothers of the May 
Plaza placed announcements in Argentinian newspapers and 
circulated petitions asking that Lopérfido resign, he answered 
in his predictable sneer, articulating what Mauricio Macri had 
already clarified as his position on human rights long before 
the 2015 election draw: los derechos humanos son un curro 
“Human-rights is a scam-shakedown’’ again repeating his 
theory for explaining why the fantasy of human rights having 
been invented: in order to obtain subsidization. The industrial 
giant founded by his father, the Macri Group, can only see 
the good in what occurred from 1976 to 1983: in 1976, Grupo 
Macri the business group had only 7 companies, by the last 
year of the junta-regime period, the family owned 45 compa-
nies, an empire built during the militarist period of criminal 
violations and the theft of properties from those at odds with 
the generals.

Obama pays respects to Memory Lane  
and dances a tango

 Barack Obama’s visit to Argentina was met with extreme 
suspicion from human rights organizations, not least of which 
are the May Plaza Mothers, the association of the mothers of 

young Argentinians who were identified as “subversives’’ and 
targeted for abduction into the prison-system of the 1970s 
military-state terror. 

Among the sceptical May Plaza Mothers, were founding 
members Nora Cortiñas and Taty Almeida. In interviews 
with journalists of Pagina 12 newspaper, Cortiñas mocked 
Obama’s promises to “declassify the archives” implicating the 
White House’s involvement in the dictatorship (the complic-
ity is accepted as common knowledge in Argentina, even by 
conservatives.) “They talk about declassifying the Washington 
archives, while they haven’t even closed down Guantanamo, 
when the embargo on Cuba is still on, there are bombard-
ments of Syria and countless other countries!” she said. For 
Nora’s comrade, May plaza mother Taty Almeida, the protests 

on the Day of Memory (March 24th) coinciding with Obama’s 
visit “were glorious, a fabulous way to rejuvenate our ener-
gies to continue the struggle’’ The old woman, sounding like a 
teenager said she dismissed Obama’s “totally ‘light’’’ imperial 
self-criticism

Horacio Gonzalez, former director of the national library, 
warned of Obama’s timing for visiting the park of memory as 
an attempt to confiscate the human rights narrative, adding 
that “he did not succeed’’ thanks to massive attendance 
on the May Plaza on the 24th (“that holiday is going to be 
scrapped from the calendar” said Macri afterwards) While 
the protests raged, Obama and Macri dined together in the 
Nestor Kirchner Cultural Centre, an auditorium where state-
subsidized opera, theatre and music concerts were given for 
the poor and working class who did not pay entry tickets, 
until it was shut down during the inaugural days of 2016. 
Using the shuttered-off Kirchner Cultural Center to host 
a banquet for families Macri and Obama was deliberate, 
another slap in the face to the opposition, seemingly un-
noticed by the hosted U.S. president whose main priorities 
to discuss at press conferences in Buenos Aires were about 
promises to destroy ISIL after the attacks in Belgium. 

Rationalizing the Economy 
In televised, dubbed dual monologues, Obama praised 

Obama’s visit to Argentina was met with extreme  
suspicion from human rights organizations, not least of  
which are the May Plaza Mothers, the association of the 
mothers of young Argentinians who were identified as 

“subversives’’ and targeted for abduction into the  
prison-system of the 1970s military-state terror . 
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Macri for his constructive approach in making Argentina 
a friendlier country. As if 100.000 layoffs in 100 days, the 
declaration of an unfounded “state of emergency’’ for 2016, 
the austerity warfare against education and social programs, 
the gunfire showering protestors and the clampdown on 
public health are gestures showing Argentina’s willingness 
to reintegrate. The unpredictable surrender to Paul Singer’s 
hedge funds, at the order of a New York municipal Judge 
Thomas Griesa (first appointed by Richard Nixon during the 
consolidation of the Bretton-Woods act) spells likely impov-
erishment for Argentina, despite the country having been 
relatively well-off, having paid off most of the debt to the 
IMF and having recovered a burgeoning national industry by 
December 2015. 

An unlimited capital flight and funnelling-out of resources 
will be necessary in order to pay off the accumulative debts 
and new lawsuits yet-to-be-revealed by New York holdouts 
and hedge funds. During the 17-hour parliamentary debate 
about whether or not to approve the payments to the ‘vulture 
funds’’ and to lift the Padlock Law (legislated to prevent major 
transfer of government capital to hedge speculators) the op-
position argued that hedge funds are unlike the World Bank: 
the former have never tried to create employment or to open 
a factory-door, their virus-like sui generis existence is that of 
producing new lawsuits to sue debtors and to impose increas-
ingly unreal terms of debt-repayment at mounting interest. 
There are two standards in Argentina for judging the coun-
try’s capacity to pay off hedge funds: those who believe the 
working poor, resources and industry should not be pushed 
past the breaking point in order to extract enough wealth 
to pay Elliott Management are the oppostion, and they lost 
when some members unexpectedly crossed over to the side 
of the president.

Opposition politicians like Maximo Kirchner and the 
former minister of economics Axel Kiciloff criticized Macri’s 
appointed legal team for having capitulated, happily at client’s 
orders, in the New York courthouse without much negotia-
tion to obtain better repayment terms that would prove more 
favourable to Argentina’s attempts at sustaining its national 
industry and a standard of living for the poor. A great hurry 
throbs in Cambiemos to win points with Elliott Management 
and other American hedge funds run by Paul Singer, regard-
less of whether the working poor or Argentine industry can 
survive the consequences of complete submission to New 
York Judge Griesa’s and hedge-fund lawyer Daniel Pollack’s 
terms. Such capitulation risks the danger of the late 1990s 
scenario repeating itself, when the neoliberal Carlos Menem 
agreed to sell off most public investments along with the 
Argentinian railway system to foreign investors, and yet still 
failed to prevent the financial meltdown of 2011. As Mark 
Twain said, ‘history doesn’t repeat itself, but it rhymes’’ 
All these measures qualify, however, as “rationalizing the 
Argentinian economy’’ in neoliberalism’s trade-logic. 

The sentimental leap to incur new debts has ideological 
defenders among the aristocratic conservative intellectu-
als in Argentina, who still uphold a romantic idyll of a lost 
Argentina before the Peron years, when the country was 
reputed as a fiscal paradise by the global business press of the 
1920s. That Argentina famously met its supposed downfall 
during the rise of the populist Peron years. The existence of 
a financial idyll or a garden Argentina (based on the wealth 
of Argentina having been the foremost grain-exporter to the 
British empire) is a mythical narrative that always ignored the 
labourers’ side of the equation. 

During that time, the average Argentinian worker was a 
serf of industrial wage-slavery, working a minimum 10 hours 
daily through the 7-day work-week, often obtaining corporal 
punishment from factory managers. The appellation “negro 
de mierda’’ or “shit-soiled black’’, though it sounds like an 
anti-African racist connotation was typically used against 
the immigrant labourers of Italian and Spanish descent, and 
against the provincials (more often of mixed European and 
Indian heritage.) That part of the population only began to 
enjoy any rights during the years of the worker’s state imposed 
by Juan Domingo and Eva Peron—precisely the period de-
nounced as Argentina’s downfall in the international business 
press. Despite historical reality, the lost idyll recalls a nostal-
gia in many commentators on Argentina up until the present. 

Bullrich: Law of Protocol and Good Manners 
The new chief of National Security, Patricia Bullrich, en-

forced the law of “protocol” allowing police to disperse any 
protest that does not disperse within 5 minutes after having 
been warned “with short and clear sentences spoken by the 
police” Bullrich assures the “protocol’’ method is “in no way 
in conflict with the Argentine’ Constitution’s protected right 
to demonstration.’’ Bullrich’s logic rings resoundingly false in 
a country of immigrant labourers, with a history of labour 
struggles from all ideological polarities. Her security measures 
were brought into the streets as Macri announced Argentina’s 
adoption of the quasi-religious War on Drugs credo. Without 
much cause for doing so, President Macri declared national 
“State of Emergency’’ in the battle against narcotics, which he 
insisted was one of the crime-rackets benefitting the populist 
Kirchner officials. Argentina has no comparable drug-trade 
situation to what is to be found in the region. 

Just to keep on the safe-side, journalists must now keep 
to distant locations designated by police officers. The laws of 
“protocol’’ ask for good manners from journalists, limiting 
their coverage of protests, so police may enjoy discretion and 
freedom. Police have used mostly rubber bullets so far, for 
pleasurable and safe wounding, but sometimes a bit of lead 
is in the rubber to spice things up. The example was set when 
the aforementioned laid-off municipal workers of La Plata got 
shot. Unarmed protestors were severely wounded and hospi-
talized despite the rubber bullets.
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An Argentine worker today discovers his employment 
by telegram email, instant messaging or in the mouth of an 
armed officer who stands in front of the work-place with 
a list in hand, reading out the names of those who are still 
included. Firing of employees, when any process of selection 
is involved, is always related to “research’’ into prior knowl-
edge of that employee’s political allegiances. The “taser” gun 
invented in the U.S. is being proposed as a new import for 
Argentine policing despite having been declared an instru-
ment of torture in the United States.

Paralyzing the War Crimes’ Tribunal: Persecution for the 
unforgiving, Forgiveness and Reconciliation for the 1970s 
self-forgiving

The night Videla died under house-arrest was a night of 
celebration for Argentinians in 2013. Before then night-life 
had suffered in the famously insomniac city. After the news of 
the oppressor’s death, the night-bars filled. 

According to polls conducted by the Ibarómetro founda-
tion1, two thirds of Argentinians feel the 1970s dictatorship 
was state-terrorism, and the same number of Argentinians 
want the trials against war criminals of that era to continue in 
order to feel a sense of vindication. The Argentinian younger 
generation that came of age during the Kirchner years is far 
more adamant about human rights than the Chilean and 
Spanish youth when asked about their respective countries’ 
regime pasts. 

Cambiemos, on the other hand, wants forgiveness and 
reconciliation. The party is in tune with the global funda-
mentalism of management, in how it describes itself as “anti-
dogmatic’’ and without the violent baggage of old-hat 20th 
century ideological polarization. Cambiemos prefers oblivi-
on, or in its own words, forgiveness and reconciliation, which 
means paralyzing the trials of 1970s war criminals, despite 
that at least two thirds of the Argentine population views (ac-
cording to recent polls conducted by )wants these prosecu-
tions of 1970s military regime functionaries to continue. 

Contrast this lenience and flexibility with the ongoing, 
baseless persecution of Cristina Kirchner. The ex- president 
is threatened by Cambiemos officials who seek to drag her to 
court for the murder of Alberto Nisman. Ongoing investiga-
tions have not yet been able to confirm whether the death of 
the district attorney in 2015 (presented by mass-media as an 
assassination attempt by Cristina Kirchner, who was appar-
ently desperate to commit electoral suicide) was a suicide or 
a murder. President Kirchner announced a plan to officially 
abolish the Argentine intelligence agency, SIDE, in response 
to the conspiratorial assumptions of Nisman’s death having 
been a murder resulting from spy-wars. But Cambiemos, 
which can thank its victory in part to the scandal surround-
ing the Nisman case, is impatient to solve the whodunit, while 
wanting to let proven mass-murderers of the 1970s off the 
hook by paralyzing the trials. 

The former president is scheduled to appear in court 

already in April 2016, before Judge Bonadio, on charges of 
corruption, paralleling the similar attempts by media and 
opposition judges in Brazil to overthrow the active president 
Dilma Rousseff.  

The Strange Murder of Massar Ba, defender of the 
Senegalese street-salesmen in Argentina

If anyone was foolish enough to be convinced by “The 
Smile of Mandela” book give-aways (not unlike the bal-
loons, fireworks and other public tricks re-introduced by 
Cambiemos to an Argentinian politics that had grown too 
sober for its own good) they might have also been surprised 
at the murder of Massar Ba, the Senegalese-Argentinian 
book-keeper who campaigned on behalf of the legal rights of 
Buenos Aires’ Senegalese street-vendors and of African immi-
grants in Argentina. His corpse was found in the street with 
severe lesions caused by beating during the night of March 
6th 2. His mysterious death does not necessarily implicate 
Macri or any city-government official of Cambiemos. Ba had 
found himself in legal battles with the city government con-
cerning the rights of the wandering salesman. Human rights 
and legality have not been shown to hamper the operatives of 
the Macri style of policing resistance. 

Mr Massar Ba was a legend among Buenos Aires’ Africans, 
especially the itinerant salesman, who are seen in the city 
panhandling their wares—sunglasses, cheap watches and 
costume jewellery—as they wander up and down the market-
places of El Once and other shopping districts. An itinerant 
vendor who does not pay rent to stand on the sidewalk is 
a clear target for the kind of neoliberal policies of environ-
mental control enforced by Macri when he was still mayor 
of Buenos Aires. Shopkeepers who rent a store in general are 
likely to complain to authorities about the presence of side-
walk street vendors, which led to more support for Macri’s 
party from Buenos Aires shopkeepers. Massar Ba as a notary 
and spokesperson defended the rights of these vulnerable 
merchants who import an ancient trade as pedlars and liven 
up the streets, running afoul of the plans for sanitization.

The news of Massar Ba’s murder was first announced in 
Senegalese news networks, having crossed the Atlantic by 
phone and word of mouth, before it received due attention 
in Argentina. Protests by Senegalese in Argentina in com-
memoration of Ba took place on March 21st, on the official 
Day Against Racial Discrimination. 

The Imprisonment of Milagros Sala
Before election-day, Macri met with the Qom indigenous 

people who were camping outside of the Casa Rosada. The 
Qom wanted more open dialogue with the Kirchner federal 
government, which had failed to curb the feudal practices 
and the environmental destruction caused by soy-plantation 
owners in the North of the country. Macri—who is known to 
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be the foremost friend of agricultural bosses in Argentina—
made an awkward, unseemly public gesture of hearing out 
Qom complaints about having been betrayed by the left-
populist Kirchner party. The indigenous poor had expected 
more commitment from the left-wing Peronism of the FPV 
and welcomed any politician willing to publicly engage with 
them, despite Macri’s being a prominent landowner. It is 
likely that Macri did his publicity stunt, with the intention 
not so much of attracting an “Indian vote’’, as of securing the 
loyalty of the young leftists of Trotskyite groups in Argentina. 
Sectarian Trotskyite militant movements in Argentina often 
voice their disgust at the ideological impurity and com-
promises made by the Peronist left (the FPV party of the 
Kirchners) The purist young “reds’’ make their anti-Peronist 
stance clear by showing they rather vote for the extreme 
right, and were often willing to collaborate with Macri when 
he was still merely mayor. One of the “Bolshevik’’ points of 
contention with Cristina Fernandes de Kirchner’s govern-
ment was the neglect for the Qom people. 

Within the first 10 days of his presidency, however, Macri 
showed his real policy towards Indian activists: he imme-
diately secured the incarceration of Milagros Sala, leader of 
the Tupac Amaru cooperative, a movement that built 56.000 
houses for the poorest inhabitants of the indigenous region of 
Jujuy in Northern Argentina, providing them with medicine, 
educational programs and basic goods, much of it subsidized 
by the Kirchner government. Governor Gerardo Morales of 
the province of Jujuy had long been amassing a case against 
Salas, who was protected by the FPV party, while Morales, of 
the conservative Civic Union of Radicals had hedged his bets 
on a coalition with the new president to allow impunity in 
persecuting his enemies. 

Salas earned her first name “Milagros” (so legend goes) 
because the nuns and nurses at the hospital where she was 
abandoned had expected her to die. Since then, she has 
earned her reputation for having an indomitable will, always 
eager to look power in the face, as she even did during the 
1970s when she was painting walls with slogans of the 
resistance.

Pope Francis sent a rosary to Salas upon hearing of 
her imprisonment. The solidarity and prayer symbol 
earned much indignation from the pundits. Part of the 
Cambiemos-supporting Argentinian middle classes have 
begun to enter a crisis of faith, questioning their Catholic 
religiosity now that the Pope has confused them by showing 
he has concerns other than legitimating the needs of global 
finance and hedge-funds.

To be fair, Macri simply played upon the conflicts of in-
terest and divides of power in the Northern region famous 
in Argentina for its carnivals and native traditions. The civil 
servants of Jujuy felt that the previous, Kirchner government 
had unfairly privileged and favoured Milagros Sala while 
bypassing the civil servants who were openly opposed to the 

left-populist central government. In all likelihood these ne-
glected and envious public employees in Jujuy will now also, 
to their bewilderment and disappointment, be faced with the 
same layoffs and austerity measures from Buenos Aires that 
affect most of the Andean nations. CP

Arturo Desimone is a poet and writer living in Buenos Aires 

Paul Robeson 
Scourge of Empire

By Dan Glazebrook

Paul Robeson, who died forty years ago this year, was a 
towering athlete, singer and actor, both literally and figu-
ratively. But above all, he was a phenomenal intellect and 
scholar, a polymath who spoke twelve languages fluently and 
developed a piercing critique of white supremacy, colonial-
ism, Western culture and capitalism. As such, he was a trail-
blazer for the Black Power movement, prefiguring many of 
the ideas that would go on to be articulated so powerfully by 
Malcolm X and the Black Panthers. 

Born April 9th 1898 in Princeton, New Jersey, Paul Leroy 
Robeson had initially intended to be a lawyer. Earning a 
scholarship for his outstanding footballing abilities, he 
studied law - but his first day on a planned work place-
ment at the solicitor’s office went badly. “The partners were 
furious”, he told a Jamaican newspaper in 1935, “’What is a 
negro doing here?’ The American typist refused to take down 
my dictation. I left the place, and not only the place but the 
profession, for we Negroes cannot get the necessary experi-
ence at the Bar.” Getting a job as a waiter, he began acting in 
amateur performances, and was noticed by a talent scout for 
his remarkable singing voice—after which, he says, “I started 
a new life: that of an artist.” He soon became a much sought-
after Hollywood and stage actor and world-renowned singer, 
his name becoming synonymous with his trademark hit “Ole 
Man River,” and delivering what remains for many critics 
the definitive performance of Othello. At the height of his 
career, according to his biographer Philip S Foner, Robeson 
was “better known internationally than nearly all Americans 
aside from Franklin D. Roosevelt”, grossing an income of 
$150,000 per year, one of the highest paid Americans in the 
entertainment industry. 

Yet, his experience in that industry quickly disillusioned 
him. As his fame grew, he told an interviewer in 1938, he 
found himself “more and more dissatisfied with the stories I 
played in. Certain elements in a story would attract me and 
I would agree to play in it. But by the time producers and 
distributors had got through with it, the story was usually 
very different, and so were my feelings about it.” He told 
another interviewer that year that “I am convinced that the 
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great American and English companies are controlled by big 
capital, especially by the steel trust, and they will never let 
me do a picture as I want…The big producers insist on pre-
senting a caricature image of the Black, a ridiculous image, 
that amuses the white bourgeoisie, and I am not interested in 
playing their game.”

At that point, Robeson made a conscious decision to quit 
Hollywood until it moved beyond stereotypical portrayals 
of African Americans as what he called “plantation halle-

lujah shouters”. Four years later, he returned to Hollywood 
for a movie called “Tales of Manhattan”, which he believed 
had done just that. But, he later explained, “in the end, it 
turned out to be the same old thing—the Negro solving his 
problem by singing his way to glory. This is very offensive to 
my people. It makes the Negro child-like and innocent and 
is in the old plantation tradition. But Hollywood says you 
can’t make the Negro in any other role because it won’t be 
box office in the South. The South wants its Negroes in the 
old style”. 

Robeson also saw that it was not only the characters he 
played, but his own life story, that was being used to sell the 
idea that black people’s problems could be solved by ‘singing 
their way to glory’. 

In particular, he grew frustrated with the way in which 
‘success stories’ such as his own were being held up to add 

credence to the fraudulent claim that race prejudice no 
longer existed in the USA. As he put it, “the rulers of this 
land—keeping the millions of our people in near serfdom 
and poverty: exposing us to terror and gross inhumanity—
always point to the permitted achievements of a few of us in 
justification. For myself, I got tired of serving as an excuse for 
these cruelties to my people. I felt that I and they no longer 
possessed simple human dignity. So I stopped … I refuse to 
let my personal success, as part of a fraction of one per cent 

of the Negro people, to explain away the injustices to four-
teen million of my people.” 

Instead, Robeson began to search in earnest for roles 
that would give dignity to his people, rather than perpetu-
ate white prejudices about them, and began to join and form 
cultural groups dedicated to this end. Such work was, he be-
lieved, vital to combat the psychological legacy of slavery and 
racial discrimination which, he wrote in 1934, “have left an 
indelible mark on the negro’s soul”. But the path to salvation, 
he emphasised repeatedly, would not come through what he 
called ‘aping whites’, but rather through rediscovering and 
embracing the African culture which had been so belittled 
and despised by Europeans. The African American, he wrote, 
“suffers from an inferiority complex which finds its compen-
sation in a desire to imitate the white man and his ways; but 
I am convinced that in this direction there is neither fulfil-

Paul Robeson with shipyard workers in Oakland, 1941. National Archives.
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ment nor peace for the negro … the very impulse which 
drives them to copy those with the desired status, is killing 
what is of most value—the personality which makes them 
unique”. Instead, Robeson immersed himself in the study 
of African culture, and sought to bring it to the attention of 
a wider audience: “In my music, my plays, my films I want 
to carry always this central idea: to be African”. To this end, 
he declared in 1934, he hoped to help develop “a movement 
to inspire confidence in the Negro in the value of his own 
past and future”. He founded a theatre company which he 
regarded as “the first step on this road. Through it we aim to 
win world recognition for negro productions and so help the 
negro back to self-respect” including “some purely African 
plays—plays which may hold in them the seed of a new dra-
matic form, since they consist of a perfect welding of drama, 
music and ballet as has never been achieved on the Western 
stage”. He had many ideas for films as well—“the part of the 
Negro in American history—the epic part—can be depicted 
adequately only on the screen” he insisted—and sought, for 
example, to make a dramatization of the life and death of a 
black commander of the Lincoln battalions who fought in 
the Spanish civil war. Unfortunately, however, and as he had 
predicted, financiers were not forthcoming. 

One of Robeson’s first moves was an attempt to gain rec-
ognition for those existing elements of African American 
culture most clearly influenced by Africa. Despite the best 
efforts of European slavemasters, the diaspora’s roots re-
mained evident in its folk songs; but even black people 
themselves, Robeson found, were prone to belittle precisely 
this aspect of their culture. So, for his farewell U.S. concert 
in 1931 before relocating to Europe for several years, Robeson 
rejected calls to ‘prove himself ’ by embracing opera and 
other European traditions, and Instead, fronting a choir of 
700, gave a concert consisting entirely of Negro spirituals. 
“I prefer a programme entirely made up of spirituals”, he 
explained, “because I know that therein lies our sound and 
enduring contribution. I know that in the concession to the 
music of other peoples in our Negro programmes, magnifi-
cent and masterly though they may be, lies the eventual oblit-
eration of their own folk music, the musical idioms of our 
race.” Unfortunately, white audiences did not necessarily ap-
preciate them as Robeson had intended: “There is little audi-
ence in England and America for the things I feel like singing 
or playing,” he lamented in 1934: ”They want Negro reli-
gious songs from which they take, not the suffering, but the 
comfort of the resignation they express—not heeding that the 
song’s cry for heaven is only a reflex from the Negro’s having 
suffered hell on earth”. But, of course, it was not for their 
sake that Robeson was performing: “It is my first concern”, 
he wrote, “to dispel this regrettable and abysmal ignorance of 
the value of its own heritage in the negro race itself ”. And by 
the end of the decade, at least, he considered his work in this 
field a success: “If there is one thing I am proud of ”, he would 

explain to the Sunday Worker on his return to America in 
1939, “it is that I have been able to do something, along with 
others, toward giving this Negro American folk music its 
rightful place in the world”. Indeed, Robeson was clear that, 
whilst on the one hand white society belittled African culture 
and its American offshoots, it was nevertheless perfectly 
happy to appropriate it: “It is not as imitation Europeans, but 
as Africans, that we have a value” Robeson said, adding that 
“in a popular form, Negro music, launched by white men—
not Negroes—has swept the world”. 

Robeson’s identification with Africa, innocuous and 
natural as it may seem, was profoundly disturbing for white 
elites at the time, and already set him apart from many of 
his contemporaries in the struggle against racism, who em-
phasised their American identity in order to shore up their 
patriotism and appear as less of a ‘threat’. This tendency was 
to grow particularly marked after the war; as Von Eschen has 
noted: “As the Cold War escalated, the affirmation by many 
Black American leaders that ‘Negroes are Americans’ left no 
room for the claim of commonality with Africans and other 
oppressed peoples”. 

Yet, for Robeson, this commonality was front and centre 
of his evolving political thought. As he threw himself into his 
studies of African culture, the political ramifications of his 
growing African consciousness became ever more apparent. 
As he noted later, in relation to his absorption in the study 
of African languages in London: “There was a logic to this 
cultural struggle, and the powers-that-be recognized it before 
I did. The British intelligence came one day to caution me 
about the political meanings of my activities. For the ques-
tion loomed of itself: if African culture was what I insisted it 
was, what happens then to the claim that it would take 1000 
years for Africans to be capable of self-rule?” 

Robeson soon became an ardent, passionate and eloquent 
supporter of the struggles for African liberation, and became 
a regular at the West African Students’ Union in London, 
where came to know future independence leaders such as 
Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah and Kenya’s Kenyatta. In 1937, he 
became a founder member and chairman of the Council on 
African Affairs, a position he used to ceaselessly campaign 
against the brutalities of colonial rule on the continent. For, 
as he later wrote, “The African and American Negro problem 
is not purely racial. These cultures must be freed, formulated, 
and developed, and this cannot be done without a change in 
the present system. The Negro cannot develop this culture 
until he is free”. 

It was precisely this deep concern for the renaissance of 
African culture that led also to Robeson’s lifelong devotion 
to the Soviet Union. As he explains: “It was an African who 
directed my interest in Africa to something he had noted in 
the Soviet Union. On a visit to that country he had traveled 
East and had seen the Yakuts, a people who had been classed 
as a “backwards race” by the Tsars. He had been struck by the 



28

resemblance between the tribal life of the Yakuts and his own 
people of East Africa … I saw for myself when I visited the 
Soviet union how the Yakuts and the Uzbeks and all the other 
formerly oppressed nations were leaping ahead from tribal-
ism to modern industrial economy, from illiteracy to the 
heights of knowledge. Their ancient cultures blossoming in 
new and greater splendor. Their young men and women mas-
tering the sciences and arts. A thousand years? No, less than 
30! So through Africa I found the Soviet Union—a beacon, a 
tried and tested way for whole nations, peoples, continents 
to revive the mother-roots of culture, to flower in freedom.” 

Robeson had made the intellectual journey from pride 
in cultural heritage, to political liberation, to socialism. 
Needless to say, this did not go down well in Washington—
especially in the Cold War climate following the Second 
World War. Following his speech at the Paris Peace confer-
ence in 1949—in which he declared that “it is inconceivable 
that American Negroes would fight with those who have op-
pressed them for generations against the Soviet Union which, 
in a generation, has raised them to a position of equality”—
his career took a nosedive. Declassified documents show 
that the State Department went to great lengths to bury him, 
planting defamatory articles in black journals, pressuring 
foreign governments to cancel planned celebrations of his 
life or honorary positions he had been offered, and much 
else besides. His passport was revoked, and theatres, record-
ing studios and concert halls all closed their doors to him. 
Unable to work, his income plummeted to $3000 per year, 
foreshadowing the harassment of black activists that would 
become institutionalised under the FBI’s COINTELPRO pro-
gramme in the 1960s. 

In the decades immediately following World War Two, a 
deal was effectively operational between the US government 
and the mainstream black leadership of the country; in the 
words of Sohail Daulatzai, “In exchange for legislation on 
education, interstate transportation, voting rights, and other 
measures, the Civil Rights establishment approved an ag-
gressive U.S. foreign policy in the name of anti-communism, 
including U.S. covert interventions and wars in Africa and 
Asia”. For Robeson, however this was not only unacceptable, 
but utterly self-defeating; as he put it: “the misrepresenta-
tion of the African and the distorted picture of the American 
Negro still so prevalent in our American culture, stemming 
as they do from the same basic cause of economic exploita-
tion, can NOT be attacked or rooted out separately. Each 
myth is propped up by the other; both must be destroyed. 
When that happens, the true worth of the Negro—whether in 
Africa or in the Americas—and his place in the mainstream 
of world culture will be properly understood. When that 
happens, no one will dare to speak of white supremacy or 
Negro inferiority … united support for our brothers’ struggle 
in Africa is an integral part of our task in achieving freedom 
for all Americans”. As Malcolm X would quarter of a century 

later (and Marcus Garvey had a quarter of a century before), 
Robeson saw the struggle against white supremacy as a global 
one, and the struggles of African Americans for dignity and 
freedom at home inseparable from the anti-colonial inde-
pendence struggle in Asia, Africa and Latin America. It was 
in fact this commitment to the anti-colonial struggle, even 
more than his support for the Soviet Union, that led to him 
being stripped of his passport in 1950; according to a piece 
he penned in 1955, the State Department lawyers argued that 
“in view of the applicant’s frank admission that he has been 
fighting for the freedom of the colonial people of Africa…the 
diplomatic embarrassment that could arise from the presence 
abroad of such as political meddler (sic!) travelling under the 
protection of an American passport, is easily imaginable.” 

Again, like Marcus Garvey and Malcolm X, Robeson 
pressed for the internationalisation of the fight against 
racism in the US through a concerted campaign at the 
United Nations. In 1951, he was co-signatory to a Civil 
Rights Congress petition presented to the UN entitled ‘We 
Charge Genocide’, using extensive documentation to dem-
onstrate that the USA was guilty of genocide against its own 
African American population. The petition clearly prefig-
ured Malcolm’s presentation to the Organisation of African 
Unity congress in Cairo in 1963, which laid bare the state-
sanctioned violent racism prevalent in the US, and led to the 
adoption by the OAU of a resolution condemning the “con-
tinuing manifestations of racial bigotry and racial oppression 
against Negro citizens in the United States of America” (a res-
olution Malcolm saw as such a success that it may well have 
triggered the U.S. government decision to assassinate him). 

Following the foundation of the Council on African Affairs 
to advocate for African liberation, Robeson also set up a 
newspaper, Freedom, in which he had a regular column, spe-
cifically to make the case for the inseparability of the freedom 
struggle at home, and the great anti-colonial movements 
that were beginning to shake imperialism to its foundations 
abroad. Robeson was scathing in his opposition not only to 
the Korean War—which he rightly called a genocide—but 
also to those African American leaders, such as NAACP 
leader Walter White and Congressmen Adam Clayton Powell 
who apparently believed that their support for this war would 
buy them establishment respectability. “If Mr. Powell and Mr. 
White are so terribly anxious to prove their patriotism,” he 
asked his readers in 1951, “why don’t they rush over to Korea 
and take the place of Lt Gilbert and his other co fighters who 
face white supremacy frame-ups in a jim-crow army?”, re-
ferring to the spate of death sentences that had been dished 
out to black troops serving in the US army at racist US court 
martials in Korea. 

As a strong advocate of unity between all the oppressed 
nations of the world, Robeson was deeply disappointed 
that he was unable to attend the founding conference of the 
Non-Aligned Movement in Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955 due 
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to his travel ban. He did, however, use his column in Freedom 
to send a warm message to the assembled delegates: “How 
I should have loved to be at Bandung!,” he wrote, “It is my 
profound conviction that the very fact of the convening of 
the Conference of Asian and African nations at Bandung, 
Indonesia, in itself will be recorded as an historic turning 
point in all world affairs. A new vista of human advancement 
in all spheres of life has been opened by this assembly.” 

Robeson’s politics clearly foreshadowed both the interna-
tionalism and the militancy of later figures such as Malcolm 
X and the Black Panther Party. Panther leader Huey P. 
Newton later defined power as “the ability to define phenom-
ena and make them act in a desired manner.” Following the 
Second World War, the U.S. government sought to define the 
‘good Negro’ as one who supports, or at least acquiesces in, 
U.S. imperialism abroad. Robeson, of course, by refusing to 
be defined in this way, had put himself outside the category 
of ‘government-approved Negro’. By the time of his death in 
1976, however, this category had become more a badge of 
shame than one of respectability—thanks, in no small part, to 
the efforts of those such as Robeson. CP

Dan Glazebrook is a political writer specializing in Western 
foreign policy. He is author of Divide and Ruin: The West’s 
Imperial Strategy in an Age of Crisis. 

Militarizing the Drug War
The People vs . the Merida Initiative 

By Andrew Smolski

Since 2007, the United States has been arming and training 
Mexican security forces. This is carried out under the aus-
pices of the Merida Initiative, a bilateral agreement begun by 
the Bush and Calderón administrations. 

The State Department says the Merida Initiative’s is to 
“counter the drug-fueled violence that has threatened citi-
zens on both sides of the border.” It aims to do so by follow-
ing through with its “four pillars”; “1.) Disrupt Capacity of 
Organized Crime to Operate, 2.) Institutionalize Capacity 
to Sustain Rule of Law, 3.) Create a 21st Century Border 
Structure, and 4.) Build Strong and Resilient Communities”. 
What occurred under these four pillars is the militarization 
of a long standing conflict between Mexican drug cartels and 
the Mexican government. As historian Alan Knight noted, 
this conflict is an ongoing feature of Mexico, ever since the 
rise of Mexican drug cartels during the 1920s and the United 
States’ Prohibition. 

Countless brave activists, journalists, and researchers have 
shown that the Merida Initiative and militarization have not 
reduced the flow of drugs, the violence, or the corruption. 
Instead, all those ills are fueled by the Merida Initiative and 

a recent history of destructive economic policy. In my assess-
ment, through the Merida Initiative the U.S. government has 
contravened its own laws, as well as international law, dictat-
ing who can and cannot receive arms and training. By doing 
so, it has supported grave violations of human rights under 
the sham claim of “national security”. As always, the law is 
executed in accordance with the needs of the powerful, not 
based on its actual mandate to produce peace. 

The principal pieces of legislation governing the transfer 
of arms are the Arms Export Control Act (AECA) and the 
Foreign Assistance Act (FAA). The former was passed in 
1976, post-Vietnam, when the United States government was 
ramping up arms transfers to Central American military dic-
tatorships and death squads. The latter was enacted in 1961 
creating the first directly expressed restriction on arms trans-
fers when a country is committing “gross violations of human 
rights”. Taken together, these two acts provide a list of legal 
reasons why a foreign government should not be allowed to 
receive arms. 

The AECA authorizes the Secretary of State and the State 
Department, “to formulate plans and make preparations for 
the establishment, operation, and funding of inspections and 
control systems…part of the United States arms control, non-
proliferation, and disarmament activities”. Following AECA, 
the State Department maintains the International Traffic in 
Arms Regulations (ITAR), which determine who is licensed 
to sell arms and who is permitted to buy arms. Following 
ITAR, countries are prohibited from purchasing arms “when-
ever an export would not otherwise be in furtherance of 
world peace”. Further, 22 USC 2778 states that the President 
“shall take into account whether the export of an article 
would contribute to…increase the possibility of outbreak 
or escalation of conflict”. Also, the President under 22 USC 
2775 must account for whether a country is “diverting its own 
resources to unnecessary military expenditures, to a degree 
which materially interferes with its development”. 

In this clear set of policies, we see an expressed goal of 
“arms control, nonproliferation, and disarmament”, followed 
by a call for the “furtherance of world peace”, avoiding “out-
break or escalation of conflict”, and even assuring that “un-
necessary military expenditures” do not “materially interfere 
with development”. It is as if a peace activist has slipped into 
the United States Code, restricting arms transfers to actively 
secure human rights. And these come with the binding 
“shall”, mimicking the biblical Ten Commandants in making 
the law categorical imperative. 

Another layer of regulation is added under the Foreign 
Assistance Act’s “Leahy” vetting requirements (22 U.S.C. 
2378d). This amendment states that “No assistance shall be 
furnished…to any unit of the security forces of a foreign 
country if the Secretary of State has credible information 
that such unit has committed a gross violation of human 
rights.” Furthermore, in the Congressional Research Service 
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report, ““Leahy Law” Human Rights Provisions and Security 
Assistance: Issue Overview”, the authors point out that “the 
standard of proof was changed from “credible evidence” to 
“credible information,” a term that expresses Congress’s 
intent that the standard not require a level of substantiation 
that would be admissible in a U.S. court.” This lowered bar for 
evidence clearly demonstrates the Leahy Amendment’s intent 
to be applied stringently.

However, keep note of the specificity of who has to per-
petuate the human rights violation, and thus who would be 
restricted from accessing U.S. arms and training if applied. 
The scope is constrained to units, as opposed to nation-states. 

A nation-state restriction does exist, although it has never 
been used according to State Department officials. In the 
FAA, 22 U.S.C. 2304, it states that “the President is directed to 
formulate and conduct international security assistance pro-
grams of the United States in a manner which will promote 
and advance human rights and avoid identification of the 
United States, through such programs, with governments 
which deny to their people internationally recognized human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, in violation of interna-
tional law or in contravention of the policy of the United 
States”. The reason State Department officials give for not ap-
plying this standard is that they consider it “too broad” (i.e. 
no nation meets this standard). 

Furthermore, the idealistic protestations about world 
peace and human rights in the statutes are counteracted 
by the presence of “…the security and foreign policy of the 
United States”. Under this national security caveat, the US 
government gives arms quite freely with little concern for 
what client states do with them. It follows from such a self-
interested doctrine that Susan E. Rice, National Security 
Advisor, is on record stating human rights do not have a 
universal prohibition against their violation. Instead, they are 
one set of interests balanced against others. 

Because human rights are considered negotiable in relation 
to elite interests, our policies are not in accord with our laws. 
According to the Congressional Research Service report,

 “U.S.-Mexican Security Cooperation: The Mérida Initiative 
and Beyond”, from 2008 to 2015 only “15% of certain 
assistance provided to Mexican military and police forces 
would be subject to certain human rights conditions.” By 
2016, “there are no human rights conditions on Merida 
Initiative accounts in the Consolidated Appropriations Act. 

There exists lots of credible information demonstrating 
that the arms from the Merida Initiative are leading to an 
escalation of conflict, interfering with world peace, divert-
ing funds unnecessarily away from development towards 
militarism, and enable the grotesque violation of human 
rights. As a statistical matter, there is the increased murder 
rate, number of guns in the country, disappearances, torture, 
corruption, and impunity. This is a gruesome list making 

sardonic mockery of the Merida Initiatives vaulted “second 
pillar” calling for the “rule of law”. Especially so, since Mexico 
was on a decidedly positive trend with reductions on many of 
these fronts. 

For example, leading up to the beginning of the drug war 
Mexico had a declining homicide rate. From 2000 to 2005 it 
went from 10 to 9 per 100,000 people according to the World 
Bank. By 2008 the homicide rate had increased to 12. By 2009 
it was 17. By 2010 it was 22. It peaked in 2011 at 23, and had a 
slight decline to 19 by 2013. In 2007, the year that the Merida 
Initiative was agreed upon, it was 8. 

Altogether since the beginning of the drug war, Mexico 
has accumulated more than 100,000 dead. They have been 
buried in narcofosas, hung decapitated off of bridges, faces 
flayed off, chopped up, burned, asphyxiated, and desecrated. 
In many other instances, there is no body to speak of, as the 
drug war has seen more than 30,000 disappeared.  

In the State Department’s “Mexico 2014 Human Rights 
Report”, they note that from 2003 to 2013 torture complaints 
while in police or military custody increased 600 percent. 
They also note that “there were reports of forced disappear-
ances by security forces … [and] most occurred in the course 
of sanctioned security operations.” There are clear cases of 
human rights abuses going back to 2011 with the “deten-
tion, torture, forced disappearance, and execution of Jethro 
Ramses Sanchez”, or “the killings of three individuals at a 
military check point in La Joya, Sinaloa, in July 2007.” There 
have been arrests, but in many cases impunity reigns. 

In part, this is because security forces can use the specter 
of the cartels as a shade for their own crimes, like the students 
attacked and disappeared in Iguala. In an interview with 
Anabel Hernández and Steve Fisher, the Municipal Police 
Station judge on the bench Sept. 26, 2014, Ulises Bernabé 
Garcia, stated that, “the students were never brought to the 
Cocula municipal police station.” Rather, it is more likely 
they were disappeared by the Federal Police themselves, pos-
sibly with the aid of the Mexican Military and/or Guerreros 
Unidos. In video obtained by Hernández and Fischer, victims 
identify Federal Police being present. They also discovered 
that the majority of the official story’s confessions were 
obtained through torture, calling into question their valid-
ity. The Procurador General, Jesús Murillo Karam, actively 
assured investigation into the involvement of Mexican secu-
rity forces wasn’t conducted, to the detriment of the overall 
investigation. 

Shortly before the Merida Initiative, in the 2006 case of 
Atenco, while now President Peña Nieto was governor, 207 
protestors had their human rights violated, ranging from ar-
bitrary arrest to sexual assault. The Supreme National Court 
of Justice in Mexico ruled these acts as clear violations. Then 
there is the 2015 case of Veracruz’s governor, Javier Duarte. 
Evidence widely points to him for the murder of a photo-
journalist, Rubén Espinosa, and social anthropologist, Nadia 
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Vera, critical of his government, along with 3 others. Since 
2000, over 100 journalists have been murdered in Mexico, 
and Reporters Without Borders has reported that impu-
nity reigns with journalists abducted and executed without 
remorse or legal recourse. 

And all the while, complaints are sent to the State 
Department and the Mexican Embassy. This is impor-
tant considering that in many cases Embassies commence 
the Leahy vetting process through which foreign security 
forces access their arms. In cables from 2010, the Embassy 
had reliable information that “DTO’s [Drug Trafficking 
Organizations] have operated fairly openly and with freedom 
of movement and operations … In many cases they oper-
ated with near total impunity in the face of compromised 
local security forces.” A brutally frank cable from 2010 states, 
“Official corruption is widespread, leading to a compart-
mentalized siege mentality among “clean” law enforcement 
leaders and their lieutenants.” It goes on to point that in 
Ciudad Juarez in 2009 “only two percent of those detained 
[were] brought to trial” and that “complaints to the National 
Commission on Human Rights against the military increased 
from 367 in 2007 to over 2000 from 2008-June 2009.” 

It is no wonder then that Latinobarometro finds little belief 
on the part of the Mexican population in being protected 
from crime. 

Latinobarometro also finds the majority of Mexicans 
think the economy is in poor shape, and that the country is 
governed for the benefit of the powerful. The insecurity is 
ramped up as the peso is hitting another inflationary period, 
moving from roughly 12 pesos to one dollar, to now roughly 
18 pesos to one dollar. Poverty has remained consistently 
around half the population, economic growth remains stag-
nant, and the informal sector remains the only dynamic 
portion of the economy, encompassing almost half of the 
laboring population. The Mexican austerity regime, in place 
since the 1982 oil bubble burst brought on structural adjust-
ment programs, has meant destitution for millions.  

During this same period the Mexican government has 
found a budget to increase military spending 338 percent 
from 2000 to 2008. Troops have increased from 179,000 
to 258,000 since 1988. The increasing power of the military 
in Mexican society is in the opinion of scholar Roderic Ai 
Camp, “a danger within the heart of a democratic society…
unhealthy and threatening”. This threat continues to grow, as 
does endemic deprivation, unaddressed by Merida Initiative 
supporters on both sides of the frontera.

This general survey of certain official evidence is conclu-
sive on all counts. The Merida Initiative has aided in escalat-
ing conflict, hindering world peace, allowing a government 
to divert funds away from much needed development, and 
committing grotesque violations of human rights. Under the 
AECA and FAA, Mexico should not be authorized to receive 
arms transfers from the United States. However, since the 

beginning of the Merida Initiative, Mexico has received $2.5 
billion from the U.S. The majority of this money is in direct 
arms transfers. Journalist Jesse Franzblau points out that this 
is compounded by further State Department authorized arms 
transfers, which in 2012 totaled approximately $1.2 billion. 

Mexico received all of this, while in not one year could 
it be said there was a reduction in human rights violations. 
Nor do any of the powerful actors involved express remorse. 
When President Calderón was confronted by victims’ fami-
lies at Chapultepec Castle, he only wished he had sent the 
federal forces in sooner. This echoes Anthony Placido, Drug 
Enforcement Administration Assistant Administrator, who 
believes “this government is making progress, and that the 
violence we see is actually a sign post of success.” The law 
does not consider violence a “sign post of success”. Actually, 
it considers such violence a sufficient reason to cut off the 
transfer of arms. 

If we were concerned with resolving violence in Mexico, 
we could look to suggestions made by long-time journalist 
and activist Laura Carlsen. In 2008 she stated that we should 
treat drug addiction as a public health issue and reject mili-
tary appropriations, both in Mexico and the U.S. This has 
always been an option, and actually understood as the more 
beneficial option since Nixon originally launched the “War 
on Drugs”. That is, as described by Noam Chomsky, the 
RAND corporation did a study showing treatment as “the 
most cost effective … by a large margin.” The costlier option, 
to wage the “War on Drugs”, was chosen largely to quell 
dissent from black liberation movements and the anti-war 
movement. The drug war in Mexico should be understood as 
part of a similar logic. 

Thus, “national security” (i.e. the interests of the powerful) 
comes to take precedent over the human rights interests of 
both domestic and international populations. I can find no 
other justification for a policy so clearly in violation of our 
own laws and causing so many human rights violations. The 
case for ending the Merida Initiative is solid. Those in power 
will not heed it unless forced to change course. 

In 2014, William R. Brownfield, Assistant Secretary for 
the Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement 
Affairs, stated to the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
that “Our work with Mexico over the past seven years has 
achieved far reaching results and I am confident that our col-
laborative efforts will continue.” 

Far reaching results…
Collaborative efforts will continue…
Another murder, another human right abused, the war 

machine rolls on. CP

Andrew Smolski is a writer and sociologist.
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Inside Finca Vigia
Ernest Hemingway’s Cuban House

By Patrick Howlett-Martin

The house now accommodating the Hemingway Museum 
in Havana was designed in 1886 by the Spanish architect 
Miguel Pascual y Baguer. It is located on the outskirts of the 
capital, in the unpretentious neighborhood of São Francisco 
de Paula. Ernest Hemingway bought the house in 1939. It 
was not particularly to his taste, but his third wife, Martha 
Gellhorn, a journalist who had lived with him during the 
Spanish Civil War, insisted on it. 

The villa offers a sweeping view. The grounds are shaded 
and the pool is spectacular. You see the sea in the distance; 
Hemingway used to call it his “great blue river”. He had a 
tower built later. The ground floor gave him a place to keep 
his 39 cats (!), moving them out of what then became the 
guest room. He stored his fishing gear on the second floor 
and had a very airy office with a panoramic view on the 
third. He apparently did little writing there due to a lack of 
inspiration, but he did use it as an observation post. It was his 
vantage point for spying on his guests in the pool below with 
his telescope (which is still there). One was Ava Gardner, 
whose nude, glistening body drove his fourth wife into a 
comical fit of jealousy and left Hemingway with an amusing 
tale to peddle. His portable Corona typewriter is also there, 
the first of its kind. Long believed lost, the Cubans found 
the machine among the writer’s personal effects in museum 
storage. A portrait of the author with a leopard he killed on 
safari in Africa dominates the room. The second typewriter, a 
Royal, is located in his office. Hemingway actually preferred 
to write with pencil standing at the drawing table. 

The adjoining wardrobe contains the writer’s neatly ar-
ranged shirts and his wife Mary’s straw hats, carefully pro-
tected by the Cuban curators, as are the many neckties kept 
in the wardrobe in the guest room, which has hosted Marlene 
Dietrich, Ingrid Bergman, Gary Cooper, Errol Flynn, 
Jean-Paul Sartre and many other celebrities. It’s entrance is 
adorned with the ceramic profile of a bull by Picasso. The 
kitchen is decorated in sky blue and white faience tiles and 
still features Hemingway’s cream-colored art deco style re-
frigerator and his tableware.

Unlike his book collection, his record library is well or-
ganized by genre—classical (Brahms, Bach, Beethoven...), 
opera, black spirituals, jazz (Benny Goodman, Tommy 
Dorsey...), Spanish music (Enrique Granados) and Cuban 
music (Ernesto Lecuona). The phonograph still works and 
plays some of his favorite music on each anniversary of his 
death. On the 50th anniversary, July 2, 2011, the piece was 
“My Soul’s Been Anchored in the Lord” sung by Marian 
Anderson, a preeminent figure in the struggle for civil rights 

in the United States, who also sang the U.S. national anthem 
at Kennedy’s inauguration on January 20, 1961. 

The library has 9,000 books and many magazines. There 
are books in every room, even in the bathroom of his office. 
The books in his eclectic collation are not classified by theme: 
alongside books about plants, birds, war, weapons, bulls 
and cats we find the complete works of Mark Twain, Balzac, 
Maupassant, Perez Galdos, and Cholokov, Russian authors 
(Turgenev, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky...). There are a number of 
unusual works, such as Sons of Sinbad by Alain Villier, a book 
on Houdini by Gresham, the works of Simenon. More pre-
dictable works include: The Lion by Joseph Kessel, The Roots 
of Heaven by Romain Gary, the works of Steinbeck, Dos 
Passos, Kipling, Fitzgerald, Joyce, Blaise Cendrars, and Victor 
Hugo. There is Westermarck’s three volume work The History 
of Human Marriage, doubtlessly of use to a man who married 
four times and had many lovers. There is a copy of his book 
The Old Man and the Sea in braille that was given to him by 
the Russian Foreign Affairs Minister Anastas Mikoyan, when 
he visited Finca Vigia on February 8, 1960. There are many 
works on war and armaments: some excessive (Les taxis de 
la Marne by Jean Dutourd—in French), others pessimistic 
(Two Wars and More to Come by Herbert Matthews). And, of 
course, the four volumes by José Maria de Cossio Los Toros 
on bullfighting. Guidebooks to different countries, especially 
France and Italy. Political essays on China. A lot of art books 
on impressionist and cubist painters. Many books that he 
bought in Paris are in a rather deteriorated but stable condi-
tion thanks to the care of Cuban conservators with the help 
of Harvard University.

The bar is just as Hemingway left it with opened bottles of 
Indian Schweppes Tonic, Gordon Gin, Old Forester Bourbon, 
Campari, Bacardi Rum and El Copey mineral water.

The most valuable paintings were claimed by his last wife, 
Mary Welsh. Fidel Castro allowed her to take them along 
with the writer’s papers, including his notes and unpublished 
manuscripts. But the writer’s essential correspondence is 
kept at the museum. The paintings have been dispersed 
among collections in the United States. These included can-
vases by Joan Miro, Juan Gris, André Masson and Paul Klee. 
The painting by Juan Gris Le Torero (1913) was used on the 
cover of Death in the Afternoon. Like Miro’s work La Masia 
(1921-1922) and Juan Gris’ Le Guitariste, and those by André 
Masson, they were bought in Paris when the artist stayed 
there as a guest of Gertrude Stein. The work La Masia, which 
Hemingway bought directly from the artist, was his favorite. 
It hung in the dining room at Finca Vigia, opposite where he 
liked to sit. 

There are some beautiful oil paintings of the corrida by 
the painter-torero Roberto Domingo, Hemingway’s friend. 
There are posters of arenas and a number of etchings of 
Venice, a city he was clearly very fond of. During his long 
convalescence there from his wounds in the First World 
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War, he became infatuated by the young nurse Agnes von 
Kurowsky but would never have her. She preferred the hos-
pital director. This unhappy story was brought to the screen, 
somewhat embellished, in 1997 (In Love and War) by Richard 
Attenborough, starring Sandra Bullock and Chris O’Donnell. 
The city would offer him another love thirty years later in 
the 18-year-old Venetian 
c o u n t e s s  A d r i a n a 
Ivancich. He invited 
her to Finca Vigia and 
modeled the heroine of 
Across the River and into 
the Trees, Renata, after 
her. Like the author, 
Adriana would meet with 
a tragic end.

There is also a paint-
ing by Robert Hages (a 
man fishing from a small 
boat) that calls to mind 
The Old Man and the Sea, 
a novel inspired by the 
fishing village of Cojímar, 
w h e r e  He m i n g w ay 
rented a fishing boat 
from Gregorio Fuentes. 
Fuentes died in 2002 at 
the age of 104, but you 
can still meet his daugh-
ters Bianca and American 
in Cojímar, ready to tell 
the curious about their 
father’s adventures with 
the great writer. The film adaptation of The Old Man and the 
Sea was shot here with Spencer Tracy as Santiago in 1958. 
A photo of Hemingway with Fidel Castro, taken during 
a spear-fishing competition in 1959, is displayed at the res-
taurant La Terrazza in Cojímar, where the writer often ate. 
He is also commemorated in a statue made from pieces of 
bronze (propellers, hatches...) donated by local fishermen and 
melted down and recast by Cuban sculptor Fernando Boada. 
It stands looking out to sea where Hemingway once sat await-
ing the arrival of his boat Pilar, named after his second wife. 
Nearby are the graves of Hemingway’s four dogs, their names 
inscribed on their tombstones much like the names of the 
dogs of Axel Munthe, author of The Story of San Michele, en-
graved into the rocks of Capri. 

Also supposedly buried in the garden of Finca Vigia is a 
bottle with a long sentimental message, which, according 
to Hemingway, he wrote with his wife and buried on their 
property. 

The walls of every room are decorated with hunting tro-
phies from Africa: mounted heads of buffalo, antelopes, 

gazelles... Mussolini sent the writer a blank check to buy 
the majestic antelope that now lords over the dining room. 
Hemingway wrote two zeroes on the check and returned it 
to sender.

On the wall of the bathroom to his office, next to the 
scale, Hemingway wrote his weight every day—and some-

times twice a day, it had 
become an obsession—
with amusing remarks to 
justify any excesses (“too 
many beers”, “after a big 
meal”...). The last day he 
recorded his weight was 
February 24, 1960, the 
lowest in that long series: 
190 pounds... 

The next day he left 
Finca Vigia,  where 
he had spent 20 years 
( 1939 - 19 6 0 ) ,  u nd e r 
pressure  f rom the 
Ambassador of  the 
United States, which 
wou l d  not  a c c e pt 
Hemingway’s sympathy 
for the Cuban Revolution. 
Six months after he left, 
the United States broke 
off diplomatic relations 
with the Castro regime. 
Hemingway took his own 
life in the early morning 
hours of July 2, 1961, 

like his father Clarence before him, and like other family 
members after him: his sister Ursula, his brother Leicester, 
his son Gregory, and his granddaughter Margaux. Finca Vigia 
represents the quintessence of Hemingway’s works, the writer 
and the man. CP

PatriCk Howlett-Martin served as France’s Charge d’Affairs 
to Cuba in 2013. He is the author of “Brazil. The Disputed Rise of 
a Regional Power (2003-2005)”, L’Harmattan, Paris, December 
2015.

Hemingway in Finca Vigia. Photo: U.S. National Archives and Records
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Third Stone  
From the Sun

By Lee Ballinger

“Two possibilities exist: either 
we are alone in the universe 

or we are not. Both are equally 
terrifying.—Arthur C. Clarke

The SETI Institute, partially funded 
by NASA, searches the universe for 
signs of intelligent life, using arrays of 
radio telescopes to listen in and try to 
detect transmissions from other plane-
tary civilizations. In thirty years they’ve 
come up with nothing. SETI’s response 
is that “Absence of evidence is not evi-
dence of absence.”

Despite the “absence of evidence,” 
one third of the American public be-
lieves extraterrestrials may be in our 
midst, ignoring the classic question 
of Nobel laureate Enrico Fermi: “But 
where are they?”

Like Fermi, I’m skeptical. Many years 
ago my Navy ship spent a few months 
in a West Coast shipyard being over-
hauled. In the middle of our stay, there 
was a UFO scare all across the western 
United States. There were media reports 
of alien craft sightings and even the tes-
timony of people who claimed to have 
boarded spaceships. 

Everyone on board my ship knew 
they hadn’t. This outburst of UFO 
mania was caused by a few of our guys 
who went out one night to explore the 
shipyard and found some weather bal-
loons, covered them with fluorescent 
paint, and sent them off into the night 
sky.

I think about this whenever I hear 
claims of UFO sightings, alien landings, 
and Air Force cover-ups or observe the 
mythmaking that surrounds alleged 
alien hot spots such as Area 51 or 

Roswell, New Mexico.
If there are cosmic strangers in our 

midst, where would they come from? 
There are about 200 billion stars in our 
galaxy, and trillions of galaxies in the 
universe. Scientists continue to discover 
more and more stars that have planets 
orbiting them much as our planetary 
home orbits the sun. 

At a 1961 meeting in Green Bank, 
West Virginia, astronomer Frank Drake 
unveiled the Drake Equation, which 
predicts that there may be as many as 
ten thousand technologically advanced 
civilizations in our galaxy. Astronomy’s 
first television star, Carl Sagan, put that 
number at over a million.

So it must be conceded that there is 
at least a mathematical possibility that 
there are other civilizations in the uni-
verse and that there is also a possibil-
ity, however remote, that one or more 
of them may have visited the Earth by 
some means or another.

However, the narrative that echoes 
so strongly in our culture isn’t simply 
that we may have been visited by aliens. 
We are bombarded on all sides by the 
fear we will be attacked by them. This 
scenario permeates books (War of the 
Worlds, Childhood’s End, The Puppet 
Masters, Steven King’s Tommyknockers) 
movies (The Blob, Alien, Independence 
Day, Cowboys Versus Aliens) and televi-
sion (The X-Files or V, with its tagline 
of “They come in peace to enslave 
mankind”). 

Not to mention the ongoing legend 
of Orson Welles’ 1938 radio version of 
War of the Worlds, which was broadcast 
on Halloween and convinced many 
listeners that Mars was invading the 
United States.

These collective cultural story 
lines, corollaries of the Cold War and 
anti-immigrant hysteria, do not cor-
respond to any actual interstellar event. 
But they do correspond to our life on 

earth, where invasions (Vietnam then, 
Afghanistan now, Ukraine pending) are 
the norm. Indeed, War of the Worlds 
was a commentary on the British 
Empire, similar in spirit to the film 
They Live, in which the aliens were the 
ruling class.

The threat we actually face is that 
we earthlings are at a cosmic tipping 
point where the earth may be destroyed 
through nuclear war or die from pol-
lution. Physicist/television star Michio 
Kaku suggests that our galaxy may be 
filled with thousands of civilizations 
which committed suicide by “element 
92” or by what we politely describe 
as climate change. Our real challenge 
comes not from outer space but, as the 
SETI website notes, from the fact that 

“We are stuck with our own planet Earth, 
and we need to take care of it.”

Any alien civilization we encounter 
here on Earth will necessarily be at a 
much higher technological level than 
ours, otherwise they wouldn’t be able 
to get here. This means they will have 
gone far beyond our relatively low-tech 
planet of 3D printers, robots, computers, 
and code-driven software. 

Alien technology would be hyper-
productive and have made scarcity 
unknown, with a dazzling abundance 
the basis of life for all. Under such cir-
cumstances, what will they have to fight 
over, either between themselves or with 
us? We have nothing they need. If aliens 
do stop by to visit, they will come in 
peace.

In 1949, the noted astronomer Albert 
Einstein explained the essence of a high 
tech society that could fully care for 
the population here or on some distant 
planet: “The means of production are 
owned by society itself and are uti-
lized in a planned fashion. A planned 
economy, which adjusts production to 
the needs of the community, would dis-
tribute the work to be done among all 

culture & reviews
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out how to deal with those inevitable 
disasters. We face a much more im-
mediate life and death challenge. We 
will either follow Einstein’s blueprint 
or become just another piece of cosmic 
dust. CP

Lee Ballinger is an associate editor 
at Rock & Rap Confidential. Free email 
subscriptions are available by writing 
rockrap@aol.com.

those able to work and would guaran-
tee a livelihood to every man, woman, 
and child.”

Michio Kaku puts it more gener-
ally: “Civilization must function with 
a high degree of cooperation among its 
peoples.”

Earth is a most uncooperative place 
at present. We have the ability to create 
universal abundance but insist that no 
one without money can have access 
to it. Since billions of people are now 

unable to find employment, the size of 
the world market is shrinking rapidly. 

Many countries based on high tech, 
especially the U.S. and China, can fill 
that shrunken market by themselves. A 
world war over market access, almost 
certainly a nuclear conflict, draws 
closer each day.

We know the oceans will evaporate 
in three billion years and the sun will 
burn out in five billion years. That is a 
very long time, enough time to figure 

Deep Space Array. Photo: NBC News.

Thirteen Ways of 
Looking at the 
American Flag 

by Terry Simons

As a sari while scroung-
ingf or food in America’s 
dumpster.

As down payment on a 
hospital death bed.

As promise to suspend 
habeas corpus.

As camouflaged team uni-
forms in the “war on terror.”

As message from God.

As wistful memory of the 
imaginary American Dream.

As dubious plot to make all 
men equal when they are 
surely not, never were, and 
never will be.

As walk-off home run in a 
nuclear war.

As jealous amateur in a chili 
cook-off.

As highlight film in a 
vacuum-sealed plastic 
container in Baltimore.

As ideology before common 
sense.

As the silly advancement of 
technology.

As Bob Hope’s nose.

Terry Simons lives in Portland, Oregon 
and is the founder of Round Bend Press 
Books.
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Queen of  Chaos  
the misadventures of hillary clinton

“Diana Johnstone captures the 
imperial worldview of Hillary 
Clinton in memorable detail. 

Hillary the Hawk, as U.S. Sena-
tor and Secretary of State, nev-

er saw a weapons system she 
did not support, nor a U.S. war 

practice she did not endorse.”   
 – Ralph Nader
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