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Lay off CounterPunch
Elaine Richards and Daniel 
Dearborn have written to 
complain of CounterPunch’s 
coverage of the Sanders 
candidacy, from opposite 
perspectives.  The reality is that 
Sanders will create discus-
sion from the left, and is well 
covered by CounterPunch.  We 
should all be grateful of the 
extent and breadth of articles 
on this, as it is an example of 
freedom of speech not found in 
the mainstream press.  Both
Ms. Richards and Mr. 
Dearborn should take a pause 
to consider that and lay off 
CounterPunch.  I don’t agree 
with many of the articles I read
here, but that’s the way it is and 
should be for all of us.

Peter Turner 
Oakland, CA

Inside Sanders’s Camp
Jeff, my brother Rick, who’s 
been down in DC as a 
speechwriter and consultant 
for Sanders, says your piece 
captured what he’s seen better 
than any other.  Thought you’d 
like to know.

John  Eskow

Bern, Baby Bern
Jeffrey-
Amazing article on Sanders. 
Eloquent.

Dennis Kucinich

American Massacres
The media claimed the 
Orlando mass shooting as 
being the worst in US history. 
Obviously, these “journalists” 
don’t know US history or chose 
to ignore it. Consider the 
massacres of Native Americans, 

regulations were creating 
more problems than they 
were solving.  I also believe 
the rapid expansion to the 
East was ill-advised for many 
economic, political, and 
military reasons.  This growing 
impression was reinforced 
by the 2008 economic crisis 
and how countries like Spain, 
Portugal, and Greece ended 
up in economic straightjackets 
because they did not have 
sovereign currencies.
The sailing community in 
the Med is multinational 
in the extreme yet quite 
coherent within itself. Several 
impressions (admittedly based 
on very small samples) stood 
out:  Most of the English I 
met were very provincial 
and not Europeans (except 
those with higher educational 
levels or career military with 
experience in foreign lands) — 
and in fact, I was astonished 
to see how the English, in 
general, did not adapt to local 
European cultures (and also 
Islamic cultures) as easily 
as Americans, Australians, 
or other Europeans.  On the 
other hand, Welsh, Scots and 
Irish (incl. N. Irish) impressed 
me as being much more like 
Europeans in the way they 
adapted to local cultures and 
cuisines.  I am not sure what to 
make of this observation, but 
it had a profound effect on my 
outlook.
Another thing I noticed was 
a difference in European 
outlooks between age 
groups.  This first caught my 
attention in Spain, where it 
was the most obvious.  People 
under 45 or so were very 
European in their outlook, 
whereas people over 45 where 

letters to the editor
My Lai and lesser massacres 
in Vietnam, the slaughter of 
Filipinos during the Spanish-
American War probably had 
worse examples, the Tulsa race 
riots, and the mass shootings 
of men, women and children in 
the Middle East and South Asia 
as a consequence of the wars 
on Afghanistan and Iraq.  All 
part of US history.

Bill Bodden 
Redmond, OR

EU Straightjackets
Dear Prof. Bricmont,
I just wanted to send a note of 
appreciation for your succinct 
and brilliant analysis of the 
structural flaws in the EU. It is 
a subject I am very interested 
in and yours is superb piece of 
work.
By way of background: I 
am an American.  My wife 
and I recently spent 10 
years living aboard a small 
sailing yacht in most of the 
countries the Mediterranean 
littoral (the only European 
littoral countries we did not 
spend time in were Slovenia 
and Albania).  We became 
effectively embedded in many 
and diverse small communities 
during this time.   Base on 
my “up close and personal” 
observations, I saw absolutely 
nothing to disagree with in 
your article. 
I have been a big fan of 
European integration (free 
trade zone, open borders, 
free movement of labor and 
capital), but during my stay in 
Europe, I became convinced 
that the adoption of the Euro 
and what I called the 2nd and 
3rd order bureaucratization 
effects, standardization, 
and horrendously complex 

were very provincial in that 
peculiarly Spanish way.  I 
noticed similar albeit more 
muted differences in Italy and 
France (and Turkey).  I was 
not in the other European 
countries (e.g., Croatia, 
Montenegro, Greece, etc.) or 
Islamic countries long enough 
to a discern a pattern.
None of my observations 
are inconsistent with your 
points, and I am not sure 
what they mean.  I was a 
disconnected observer and it 
is hard generalize from such 
an unscientific sampling—but 
they made a mark on on my 
outlook.

Sincerely, 
Chuck Spinney

Filler Up
Apropos of nothing, thanks 
for CounterPunch, my man! 
Thank you for publishing 
such beautiful folks and such 
brilliant minds! You’ve turned 
me on to so much. I’m not sure 
if you know just how much 
people love and appreciate the 
work you guys do. I’m certain 
you are aware of the love and 
appreciation but there are those 
who appreciate it and then 
there are those who consider 
its importance on par with 
sufficient intake of fluids. If I 
woke up tomorrow and there 
was no Counterpunch, I’d start 
a damn riot ...after I stretched 
and took a piss in the bushes 
beside the car I live in. 

All my love and respect, 
Andrew Duris
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roaming Charges

By Jeffrey St. Clair

B ench. Lafayette Park. Winter. An 
old man in a sleeping bag, fiddling 
with a vintage cassette recorder. A 

pigeon alights on his shoulder. Shits. It is 
a sign. The man speaks.

Did they cheer me once? Did they? 
So hard to tell. The echoes are dim 
now. Fading. People pass by and give 
me looks. Someone pitches a quarter 
and a couple of pennies. 27 cents. It 
was dollars once, wasn’t it? Don’t they 
know me now? Hearing has gone. 
Gone since the batteries died. Jane used 
to buy them. At Costco, was it? Not 
Wal-Mart. Never Wal-Mart. I could 
never put them in. Big fat fingers, tiny 
little hearing machine. She had such 
nice hands. Jane. Small, delicate. Good 
for that kind of stuff. Hearing is the 
first to go. Of the senses. It warmed me 
once. Those cheers. On a cold night in 
Des Moines. Corn stubble covered with 
snow. I could have won Iowa, they told 
me. Someone did. Later. Who, I don’t 
know. Memory fades. Something about 
missing ballots. Coin tosses. I should 
have objected. Too late. Didn’t want to 
make a fuss. They pulled the same trick, 
time after time. Nevada. Missouri. 
Arizona. Of course, they did. But I 
did better than I hoped. Hope is what 
kills you. In the end. At the beginning 
there was no hope. I was free then. Free 
to say what I wanted. Crazy old man, 
yelling at the banks. That’s what they 
said. Some of them. I think. I could say 
what they couldn’t. What they thought. 
That’s why they came. Maybe. To hear 
the crazy old man speak their thoughts. 
And people came. Out of nowhere. 
Madison. Portland, where that other 
bird landed. Propitious sparrow bird. 
[Turns to pigeon.] He didn’t shit did 
he? Not on TV. Not like you. Berkeley. 
Boulder. Masses of people. Young 

ones. Young women. Younger than 
Jane. Whiter than Jane. Most of them. 
My flock. All I had to do was whistle. 
They would assemble. Eager faces. 
Eager to please. Eager for revolt. Even 
that Rachel at MSDNC. She used to 
call every week. Seemed to like me. 
Once. Later they turned on me. Like 
that Warren woman. Just when I was 
closing in, the knives came out. Didn’t 
they? So hard to recall. 

Pause. Wipes away a tear or perhaps 
a flake of snow.

It was the blacks who did me in. The 
blacks who never got me. The blacks 
who didn’t vote. Why did they go for 
her, after all I did for them. Getting ar-
rested in Chicago. Marching with Dr. 
King. It was Dr. King, wasn’t it? One 
of them. Wasn’t there a photo? The 
only time they came to my rallies was 
to interrupt me. Heckle me. To make 
demands. From me. Of all people. 
So ungrateful. Black Lives Matter. Of 
course, they do. But did that give them 
the right? Yes, I voted for the Crime Bill. 
But I didn’t call them Super-Predators, 
did I? Rude. Unyielding. Never build 
a movement like that. I tried to tell 
them. Ours was the real Revolution 
that would carry them, too. Eventually. 
Patience. They wouldn’t listen. Not like 
my Sandernistas. Someone dubbed 
them that. The kids who came running 
when I called. Was it all a joke?  

Pause. Closes his eyes. Broods.
Ah, youth. You were my nectar. 

Then came hope. Bitter, bitter hope. 
That woman. The other. The woman 
with the pant suits, the Armani jackets 
and the Super Pac. She seemed in-
vincible. Super Delegate Woman. I 
showed her. Didn’t I? At the begin-
ning. My instincts. I should have 
trusted them. Base old instincts. Not 

the Advisors. Where did they come 
from? The Advisors. Who sent them? 
That first night. Under the lights. 
With the cameras rolling. Funny little 
Chaffee, down on the end. Had he been 
smoking weed? That’s what someone 
whispered. I didn’t smell it on him. 
Perhaps he vaped. I miss him now. Silly 
little Lincoln. Town Car, we called him. 
Old family. Small state. Spoke his mind. 
Not much on it. Still…

Pause. Rummages in a garbage bag. 
Pulls out frayed photo of the old man 
hugging Hillary.

Look at us. It all tumbles back now. 
I had my chance. I could have taken 
her that night. Fatal night. I could have 
gone for the throat. Tiny little throat. 
Ripe for the slashing. The question 
hangs before me even now. CNN. That 
Anderson Cooper. TV Trickster. Why 
did I say it? It was scripted wasn’t it? By 
whom? The question and the answer. 
We knew it was coming. The one about 
the emails. They were her weakness. 
Stupid little emails. Stupid little answer. 
Jane didn’t like her. Never did. Go for 
the throat, Bernie. She said. Take her 
down. Take them all down, Bernie. Jane 
said. Where is she now? Jane? With 
that Chaffee? She saw something in me. 
Once. What was it? Be above the fray, 
the Advisor said. Don’t go negative. 
Preserve your image. Be chivalrous. 
So I intervened. Came to her rescue. 
Made my pact, now can’t turn back. 
“The American people are sick of 
hearing about her damn emails!” The 
press loved it. I was the white knight. It 
was over then. I didn’t know it. Hillary 
did. She knew, dammit. That smirk. 
Walking dead. That’s what Jane said. 
You blew it, Bernie. But the polls! I 
could’ve won! There’s the cold comfort. 
They can’t take that away from me. The 
polls, the convention speech and the 
money. $220 million. Where did it all 
go? The Advisors? If I only could have 
it all back. The fire. The children. Hope. 
I could go on. No, better this way. 
Better not to go on. Better not to hope.

The old man hangs his head. The 
pigeon takes flight. The tape records only 
silence. cp
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empire burlesque

By Chris Floyd

T he title of one of Christopher 
Logue’s multi-volume rework-
ings of Homer’s Iliad stands as 

the perfect encapsulation of our age: 
All-Day Permanent Red. We live in a 
time when the collective amygdala has 
been stoked into overdrive, sending 
messages of blank, blind fear that over-
whelm the centers of reason, empathy 
and openness in our brains, propelling 
us into a state of inchoate anxiety that 
seeks release in tropes of extremist cer-
tainty and spasms of violence—active, 
verbal or vicarious.

This natural propensity—which has 
waxed and waned in various forms 
over the years—has been magnified to 
the nth degree by the moral and psy-
chological disfigurements of the Terror 
War. Today we also have the curse of 
24/7 corporate news channels and the 
sleepless howling of the internet to 
batter the mind with an unending series 
of “urgent” dangers to our lives, our 
beliefs, our identities. 

This produces both a threat to tribal 
identities (political, religious, ethnic, 
racial, etc.), and a constant reinforce-
ment of them—identities which we can 
see hardening across the spectrum in 
virtually every nation and culture.

A great deal of this is done deliber-
ately. There are enormous profits and 
much power to be gained from war 
and rumors of war, from the militariza-
tion of society (particularly the police 
forces), and from the incessant stoking 
of fear at home and abroad. 

It is scarcely a secret that the United 
States has turned itself into a nation 
whose economic and political struc-
tures are now dependent on a globe-
straddling system of military and eco-
nomic domination. 

Over the past century, America’s 
ruling elite have come to believe that the 
United States can only survive through 
domination, through the constant ex-
pansion of American hegemony across 
the earth, like a Great White shark 
unable to stop moving and devouring. 

And as we have seen over the 
decades, our elites are willing to kill an 
inordinate amount of human beings 
to prove their own noble commitment 
to the betterment of humanity. They 
are even willing to flirt with world-
destroying nuclear war—as Obama is 
doing now with his genuinely insane 
policy of military brinkmanship with 
Russia – to keep the hegemonic shark in 
motion.

Deliberate, yes; but it is not—in the 
main—done cynically. Would to god 
that it were; a Machiavellian cynic 
might possibly pull back in time if they 
saw that their clever fearmongering 
gambit was drifting too close to catas-
trophe. But one of the main problems 
we face in the world today, especially in 
America, is this: elites who believe their 
own bullshit. 

This is the only thing that accounts 
for much of American foreign policy at 
the moment (and for many years pre-
viously). They actually believe in “ex-
ceptionalism,” they believe the United 
States must dominate the world, that it 
is our solemn duty to bear this heavy 
burden and bring American values to 
all peoples. 

Not because we are perfect —lord 
knows, we have many problems and 
failings of our own!—but because the 
American way just happens to be better 
than all the others, the only path to true 
freedom and fulfillment. 

Who would not want that? Who 

would not be a Roman, if the Empire 
opened its arms to you? Only the 
savage, the ignorant and the evil.

This is the thesis—the doctrine, the 
gospel—preached by such quintes-
sential imperial courtiers as Robert 
Kagan, who has been summoned to the 
White House to tutor Barack Obama 
on waging endless war for civilization, 
as Thomas Meaney reports in a recent 
London Review of Books. Kagan, as we 
all know, is a neocon’s neocon, one 
of the “intellectual” godfathers of the 
Iraq War crime. He is now marshaling 
support from his fellow extremists for 
Hillary Clinton. Kagan’s wife, Victoria 
Nuland, is already one of Clinton’s 
closest aides, and rode shotgun on 
the coup that opened up Ukraine to 
penetration by US military forces and 
corporate interests. She might well be 
the next secretary of state. We’re about 
to see Washington double down on the 
reckless horror of its Terror War.

Fear is the best, perhaps only tactic 
that could drive a nation into support-
ing such a berserk, extremist system. 
And in the techno-corporate bubble in 
which we all now live and move and 
have our being, there is no escaping 
the imperial amygdala as it fires its ma-
levolent electrics into our brains. Our 
leaders use fear, to be sure; but I think 
most of them have been captured by 
it as well. They feel the fear they help 
foment—not least because it justifies 
their murderous actions in their own 
eyes. This collective madness—theirs 
and ours—feeds on itself in a frenzied 
positive feedback loop that in the end 
becomes self-sustaining, obsessive, 
unstoppable. 

To exist in a state of permanent emer-
gency is a kind of living death, where 
there can be no true progress, no true 
connection, no full engagement with 
reality; where there is only the howls 
of baseless, overblown fear and the agi-
tated, aggressive attempts to dispel this 
painful anxiety somehow. This is the 
hell we are bequeathing to our children. 
We can only hope they find a way to 
save themselves, and us, from it. cp
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P hilando Castile was riding with 
his girlfriend and step daughter 
when Minnesota Officer Jeronimo 

Yanez pulled over his family’s vehicle 
for having a broken tail light. Castile, 
an African-American school cafeteria 
worker known for giving kids extra 
Graham Crackers, made the fatal 
mistake of reaching for a thick wallet he 
kept in his back pocket at the same time 
he remembered the licensed handgun 
he also had in his possession. 

A teacher at the magnet school where 
Castile worked described him to CNN’s 
Wolf Blitzer as a “laid back sweetheart”, 
but while demanding Castile’s ID, 
Officer Yanez didn’t see a law abiding 
man exercising his Constitutionally 
guaranteed rights. When the officer put 
two and two together—one gun and 
one black face—he opened fire, killing 
Castile. 

Just one day earlier, Alton Sterling, 
also black, was shot to death at point 
blank range by a Baton Rouge police 
officer while pinned to the ground. 
Sterling was affectionately known 
as  “CD man” to residents who encoun-
tered him bootlegging CD’s outside the 
Triple S. Food Mart where he was shot 
dead. 

Officer Yanez’s attorney, Thomas 
Kelly, says the “presence of a gun”, in a 
state where Castile was legally licensed 
to carry a gun, was behind the shoot-
ing—not race.

Quinyetta McMillon doesn’t want 
the shooting death of Sterling, her son’s 
father,  to be seen as “a race thing.” 

Philando Castile’s mother, Valerie 
Castile, disagrees. 

“I think he was just black in the 
wrong place”, said Ms. Castile.

“My son was a law-abiding citizen 
and he did nothing wrong,” she said. 

exiT sTraTegies

By Yvette Carnell

“He’s no thug.”
It is undeniable that race was not 

just one factor among many, but the 
overriding factor in how Officer Yanez 
interacted with Castile. Transcripts 
reveal that Yanez pulled Castile’s vehicle 
over because, according to several news 
reports, the “driver looked more like 
one of our suspects, just ‘cause of the 
wide-set nose.” 

And if you’re wondering why Castile 
wasn’t more “well-behaved” during 
his interaction with law enforcement, 
consider that this sort of harassment 
had become common for him. Castile 
had been stopped 52 times in the last 14 
years by police officers, resulting in 86 
violations and mounting fines upwards 
of $6,000. For many white Americans, 
police interactions are to be handled 
with care as they are rare. In many 
poor black communities, however, such 
routine harassment is habitual.

The ruling class again responded 
to the unjustified slaughter of black 
and brown people by trotting out its 
one-size-fits-all ace for such occasions. 
America’s first black president took 
the podium and proclaimed personal 
empathy for the suffering of the black 
community, as if it were possible to 
uncross the rubicon by expressing em-
pathetic solidarity with a dehumanized 
populace.  

At no time in recent history had 
racial divisions been more appar-
ent than after Obama, a useful tool of 
the American Empire, took the oath 
of office to become president. From 
protest signs reading “Obama’s plan..
white slavery” to Congressman Joe 
Wilson yelling “You lie” during Obama’s 
speech to Congress, the divisions were 
even perceptible among black mislead-
ership functionaries, something that 

must’ve rankled Obama, a politician 
who’d risen up the ranks by ingratiating 
himself to establishment politicians of 
all sorts. 

The racial divisiveness that Obama 
cautioned against exploded when a 
black man named Micah Johnson 
fatally shot five Dallas police officers 
and wounded several more during a 
Black Lives Matter protest in the city. 
Talking heads accused Afrocentric 
websites of radicalizing Johnson, not 
understanding that being black in 
America was enough to radicalize 
anyone. In a scenario eerily similar to 
that of Christopher Dorner, the tools to 
commit mass murder had been gifted 
Johnson not by a black militia, but by 
the US military.

In the black community, the actions 
of both Johnson and Dorner were met 
with sadness rather than shock.  We un-
derstand the rage. We also understand 
the traps. Depriving Alton Sterling 
of opportunities turned him into a 
hustle man, then he was shot dead for 
hustling. Racking up dozens of traffic 
violations over the years surely made 
Philando Castile accustomed to being 
stopped by the cops, then he was shot 
dead for being too complacent.

The right wing bolstering Donald 
Trump wants their country back. 
African-Americans in this country, 
however,  don’t want our country back. 
We want the country we never had. The 
life we always dreamed of living that has 
always been kept just out of reach. Some 
of us will work in solidarity with leftists 
to carve out a more promising future 
for ourselves and our families. 

Others have given up on America’s 
promise of life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness for the descendents of 
slaves. Of the dejected few, a handful 
are militarily trained and no longer in-
terested in accepting Uncle Sam’s prom-
issory notes to come due at some future 
date. 

Imagine a future where America’s 
policies increasingly churn out even 
more Dorners and Johnsons, with even 
more calamitous consequences. cp
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grasping aT sTraws

 

By Mike Whitney

T he Fed remains committed to the 
idea that low interest rates will 
eventually lift the US economy out 

of its seven year-long funk. But will 
they?

So far, the results are less than en-
couraging. While rates have never been 
this low for this long, wages are still 
flat, credit is barley growing, incomes 
have dropped 7% since 2000 and real 
personal-consumption expenditure, 
which accounts for about 70% of US 
GDP, is roughly half of what it was 
before the Crash of ‘08. Then there’s 
the mess in the bond market, where 
the yields on long-term US Treasuries 
have continued their downward slide.   
On July 8, the yield on the 10-year note 
dropped to a new low of 1.36%, while 
the yield on the 30-year Treasury fell to 
a stomach-churning 2.11%.

What the bond market is saying in 
clear, unmistakable terms is, “Whatever 
you’re doing, it isn’t working.” 

But, of course, it isn’t just the Fed. 
All the other central banks in the G-8 
are involved in this $20 trillion lab ex-
periment, too. And in places like Japan 
and the EU, the results are even worse. 
Consider the fact that nearly $12 tril-
lion is currently locked up in negative 
yielding sovereign bonds. How can 
that happen when rates are at-or-below 
zero in all of the respective countries? 
According to Central Bank dogma, 
the lure of cheap money should ignite 
a frenzy of borrowing that leads to a 
surge of growth. But it hasn’t worked 
out that way. In fact, everyone is loading 
up on capital-depleting government 
bonds, which is the exact opposite of 
what the Central Banks had hoped for. 
Go figure?

The rally in bonds is not simply the 
“fear trade” as some have said. Investors 
aren’t panicking. They’re making a ra-
tional decision based on the facts. The 
credit cycle is long in the tooth, China 
is exporting deflation by weakening its 
currency, the Italian banking system 
is bust, the emerging markets have 
been whipsawed by the stronger dollar, 
and the US is in an earnings recession 
that is headed in its fifth consecutive 
quarter. Add it all up and what you have 
is a crappy, underperforming global 
economy propped up by easy money 
and the perennial promise of “addi-
tional accommodation” if stocks start 
to go south. The surge in bond sales is a 
sign that investors no longer believe the 
Central Banks can save the day. They 
see negative rates as just another sign 
that the banks are out of ammo.

And, yes, stocks have been steadily 
rising. In fact, the Dow Jones and S&P 
500 are within a whisker of their all-
time highs. But that’s due in large part 
to Fed’s unorthodox efforts to keep 
stocks bubbly. For example, a recent 
article in the Wall Street Journal showed 
how the banks’ “stress tests” were used 
to encourage more stock buybacks. 
According to the conservative WSJ, the 
banks “finally seem to have the hang 
of the Federal Reserve’s stress tests.” In 
other words, the banks figured out how 
to game the system.

Here’s how it works: The Fed con-
ducts fake stress tests which all the 
participants pass with flying colors. 
That, in turn, gives lenders a greenlight 
to divvy up the profits via stock buy-
backs. The WSJ summed it up like this: 
“Overall, large banks participating in 
the test were approved to return capital 

to shareholders via dividends and buy-
backs equal to an average 83% of esti-
mated earnings over the next year”.

Ahh, so the banks needed the go-
ahead from the Fed before they diverted 
nearly every penny of profit into stock 
buybacks to reward wealthy sharehold-
ers instead of investing in the future of 
their companies.

And who is responsible for the 
Pavlovian incentives that produced this 
kind of destructive behavior?

he Fed of course. Forcing down rates 
allows corporations to borrow cheaply 
to goose their own stocks higher. That’s 
how the game is played. 

This same type of activity is taking 
place in Europe, too. For example, since 
European Central Bank president Mario 
Draghi announced that the ECB would 
start buying corporate debt as part of its 
monthly QE program, big institutional 
investors have been buying corporate 
bonds hand over fist which has pushed 
borrowing costs down for corporations. 

Unfortunately, the lower rates have 
not boosted business investment, hiring 
or growth as Draghi promised. Instead, 
they’ve triggered a gold rush in stock 
buybacks, especially by US companies 
that are located in the EU. These com-
panies can now borrow money cheaper 
than ever and use it to purchase their 
own stock and make out like bandits. 
And it’s all because of ECB policy. 

So how do low rates factor into all of 
this?

Simple. Wall Street needs a constant 
flow of cheap money for its debt-
pyramiding schemes, which is why the 
Fed keeps a damper on rates. The low 
rates have nothing to do with fixing the 
economy or fighting deflation or stimu-
lating growth through additional bank 
lending. 

It’s all about profits. And now that 
profits have been sagging for four quar-
ters, there’s a good chance we could 
see a dramatic change in the policy 
to something even more unpredict-
able and potentially lethal;  “helicopter 
money”. But we’ll have to save that for 
later. cp
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O n June 26, three days after a ma-
jority of English citizens (but not 
of Scotland and Northern Ireland) 

voted to leave the European Union, 
Spain’s general elections were held and 
the results were conscientiously pored 
over by the European Union. Yet few 
analysts had foreseen the influence 
Brexit was going to have. And, yes, 
results it certainly had.

Around the same time, just before 
the elections, tapes of conversations 
recorded in the office of the Spanish 
Minister for the Interior, Jorge 
Fernández Díaz, were leaked. The 
Minister, otherwise known for his self-
proclaimed daily mass-going and brag-
ging about Marcelo, his guardian angel 
who helps him in “little and big things”, 
was chatting with Daniel de Alfonso, 
director of the Anti-Fraud Office of 
Catalonia (the kind of official who 
turns the name of his headquarters into 
an oxymoron). Well, actually, they were 
unashamedly conspiring about how 
to incriminate, or circulate damaging 
rumors against high-profile support-
ers of Catalan independence. In many 
other countries, such a scandal would 
have forced the immediate resignation 
of the connivers, not to mention other 
bigwigs, including Prime Minister 
Mariano Rajoy, since the conversa-
tions made it clear that he was in on the 
plot. Yet, unlike Brexit, this revelation 
about the regime’s cesspool had little 
influence on the elections and, if it 
did, it worked in favor of the rightwing 
People’s Party (PP) which, astound-
ingly, improved its results almost 
across the board. Did Marcelo help in 
this “big thing”? Or is the ruling party 
angel-powered lunacy and culture of 
corruption so pervasive that it’s not just 
normal but good?

The June elections followed six 
months of a hung parliament result-
ing from last December’s inconclusive 
polls. The June results can be summed 
up in a few brief points. The PP won, 
with an increase of almost 700,000 
votes. In the Basque Country and 
Catalonia its results were poor, mark-

edly different from those in the rest 
of the country. This is nothing new. 
But nobody, no poll, no analyst, no 
commentator predicted that the PP 
would bring off such an improvement 
on its December results: 4.3% more 
votes, 14 more seats in parliament. The 
Socialist Party (PSOE) lost five seats 
but, contrary to surveys including 
exit polls, stayed ahead of Podemos 
which, this time round, presented as 
Unidos Podemos (Together We Can) 
after joining forces with the old left 
party Izquierda Unida, IU. The right-
wing Spanish ultra-nationalists of 
Ciudadanos (seen by some as a substi-
tute for the PP when it goes down the 
tubes) lost eight seats. Yet the biggest 
loser was Unidos Podemos, down 
one million votes by comparison with 
December… although, with the help of 
its allies in Catalonia and the Basque 
Country, a winner in these two cases.

How did Podemos lose so many 
votes? There are plenty of reasons put 
forth by plenty of people but three, 
perhaps, need attention: Brexit, the 
party’s dizzying quick-change artistry, 
and the fast-track road to modera-
tion it took after December and, even 
before that, since its success in the 2014 
European elections.

Brexit was the last episode in the 
mainstream media series called 
“Fear”. Fear of what? Fear that Unidos 
Podemos might come out of the elec-
tion in the position to form a govern-
ment, with or without further alliances. 
Fear that the crumbling of Europe 

might encourage the powerful Catalan 
independence movement and break up 
la patria. An early chapter was about 
the horrifying connections of Podemos 
with Venezuela and, according to 
some analytical whizzes, its hanker-
ing to “copy the Venezuelan model”, 
its coziness with Cuba and, as some of 
the more delirious alarmists claimed, 
North Korea. Then, to cap it all, along 
came Brexit. In a country where the 
Minister for the Interior openly boasts 
of his helpful guardian angel with 
whom he is on first-name terms, mad 
ultra-right views of the world are not 
out of place. Hence we have the jour-
nalist, José García Domínguez telling 
the benighted populace to count its 
blessings disguised in the form of 
David Cameron. “The extremely well-
verified ontological idiocy of David 
Cameron has worked the miracle of 
shoving fear into the heart of frivolous, 
unruly Spain… Thanks David, a thou-
sand thanks. Without your supine, pro-
digious, colossal stupidity, your provin-
cial balsam which has shaken Spaniards 
out of their sleep of the just, only a 
fraction of a second before falling, the 
whole team, into the abyss, I would 
now be mayor of Éibar proclaiming 
the Third Republic…” [interpretation: 
Éibar is a large Basque city and it’s no 
accident that he mentions it because, 
apart from his declared distaste for ref-
erendums, he’s really upset by the push 
for BaCaexit in the refractory Basque 
country and Catalonia… though why 
the fact of the UK’s staying in Europe 

eurozone notes
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would make this wag mayor of any-
where is not quite clear]. Not only does 
the right express the fear of part of the 
electorate about an even-remote possi-
bility of a Unidos Podemos government 
in coalition, but it also infects with fear 
a considerable other part.

Perhaps the Podemos leader Pablo 
Iglesias tried too hard. He tried to 
please everyone, even if it meant giving 
with one hand and taking away with 
the other. It seems that he didn’t under-
stand that if you don’t define yourself 
your enemies will, so instead of coming 
up with a firm plan which would state 
the nature, scope and meaning of his 
party’s program and his own inten-
tions as its leader, he was bending over 
backwards not to be Venezuelan. These 
contortions were summed up by a Sin 
Permiso editorial: “… there were clear 
errors in the campaign which might be 
summed up in the transformation of 
Pablo Iglesias into a kind of latter-day 
Fregoli, frenetically willing to perform 
onstage almost every role in the play 
except, as Mariano Rajoy observed 
with relieved (and devastating) scorn, 
‘that of Christian democrat’. There 
can be no doubt that the fregolismo 
of Iglesias’s campaign—including its 
self-annihilating ‘Zapatero-feint’—did 
nothing to mobilize the support of 
IU voters who were most leery about 
joining Podemos because, once the co-
alition with IU had been agreed upon 
and since it was clear that the main re-
sistance to United Podemos came, not 
from Podemos voters, but IU voters, 
the campaign should have moved 
quickly to consolidate this left flank 
and get its support. But the Fregoli 
twirls of the campaign did exactly the 
opposite. There is plenty of data to 
show that Podemos’s worst decline oc-
curred precisely where IU support was 
strongest.” Many other life-long left-
wing voters put the story in slightly dif-
ferent words, complaining they didn’t 
know what they were supposed to be 
voting for; slogans aren’t enough; they 
wanted a clear platform.

As for the moderation of the muzzy, 

platform-bereft, together-we-can 
(what?) program, one example will 
suffice. In the European elections of 
2014, Podemos boldly supported a 
universal basic income, which set off 
a debate in Spain the likes of which 
haven’t been seen anywhere else, except 
perhaps in Switzerland, around the 
basic income referendum it held in 
June this year. There was great enthu-
siasm for the proposal, both within the 
party, especially the base, and outside 
it. But then some Podemos advisers 
and campaign designers decided that 
an unconditional basic income was too 
radical and would scare away part of 
the electorate, although of course the 
official explanation was rather different. 
On this crucial economic issue, affect-
ing the well-being of millions of poten-
tial Podemos voters, they reneged and 
ended up pushing the same tired, old, 
unworkable minimum wages scheme, 
which put Podemos in the same policy 
bag as PSOE and even Ciudadanos. 
With this feat alone, the party lost 
a lot of its anti-austerity movement 
credentials. Long before the elections, 
the Podemos leaders had created a big 
identity problem for themselves.

In a heartfelt blog “My Thoughts 
on the Plight of Labour” written after 
Brexit, the British writer Owen Jones 
pens a dirge, not just for Great Britain 
but also (unintentionally) for Spain 
because he’s talking about general 
principles. “The country is in a very 
grave crisis. That’s what we should be 
talking about, not the internal travails 
of the Labour Party [Podemos]. The 
Brexiteers have [PP has] no plan…; 
we have a lameduck [an otiose] Prime 
Minister; the economy faces turmoil, as 
do jobs and people’s living standards;… 
and the country is more bitterly divided 
(and in so many different ways) than it 
has been for generations…” Very few 
words need changing for Jones’s de-
scription to apply to Spain and, indeed, 
what the leaders of European Union 
and all the countries in it actually 
stand for, and what they have wrought 
in the real world with their fortress-

bound mentality and reckless austerity. 
From the genuine political standpoint, 
removed from party squabbles and 
long knives, from the human rights 
perspective, the UK and Europe are 
wallowing in the sewer with Spain’s 
Bourbon regime.

The immediate election results in 
Spain, at least those that are consid-
ered newsworthy, are the internal 
crises of the PSOE and Podemos. 
They are now being thrashed out and 
both parties will soon hold important 
meetings to talk about organizational 
changes. Meanwhile, the situation of 
the working poor, the unemployed and 
the eternally jobless population gets 
worse and worse. Spain has remained 
near the top of the list of countries with 
the greatest abyss between rich and 
poor since the onset of the crisis and, 
in particular, since the PSOE’s auster-
ity policies were implemented in 2010. 
The European Union keeps threatening 
the Spanish government with sanctions 
unless it applies more cuts to “assuage” 
the public deficit. We can expect a Hot 
Autumn in Spain. And, as long as the 
left everywhere in (or recently departed 
from) Europe keeps dodging the real 
issues affecting real people and failing 
to come up with programs starting with 
something as basic as addressing the 
question of their means of existence, 
the Hot Autumn will boil over into a 
Hot Winter, quite apart from the one 
being cooked up by global warming. cp
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Above the Law

On the Prospects of 
Prosecutorial Reform

By Christopher Ketcham

Prosecutors are a dangerous bunch. They are the most 
powerful players in the criminal justice system, directly re-
sponsible for insuring consequences for those who break the 
law. Yet when prosecutors break their own rules, they face no 
consequences. They are protected by obscure legal doctrines 
that grant them absolute discretion for the cases they bring 
and almost absolute immunity for their conduct in prosecut-
ing those cases. 

As a result they are free to deceive judge, jury and defen-
dant. They can hide evidence, fabricate evidence, distort facts, 
engage in cover-ups, pay for perjury, threaten witnesses, lie in 
summation. They can frame the innocent at will. Among the 
reasons they lie and cheat is that the public demands tough-
ness against criminals, a toughness signified by convictions, 
the more the better. More convictions justifies bigger budgets; 
more convictions means job security. Among the products of 
this hard work is that the United States now has the largest 
prison population in the world. 

Ken Thompson, the first African-American district at-
torney of Brooklyn, is unusual among prosecutors in that 
he boasts not about the people he has put away but about 
those he has freed. When I met with him last year, he told 
me the story of how he came to exonerate David McCallum, 
who was 16 years old at the time of his arrest. McCallum 
was charged in 1985 with kidnapping and killing a Brooklyn 
man named Nathan Blenner. His alleged accomplice was 
William Stuckey, also a teenager and, like McCallum, an 
African-American. Both teenagers confessed to the murder 
after a series of violent interrogations with New York City 
police detectives. But there was no forensic or eyewitness evi-
dence linking them to the killing, and their videotaped con-
fessions contradicted each other. Both immediately recanted. 
Brooklyn prosecutors chose to bring the case to trial. 

After taking office in 2014, unseating one of the most no-
toriously corrupt DAs in Brooklyn history, Charles J. Hynes, 
Thompson began a review of the case. McCallum and Stuckey 
had maintained their innocence over the course of decades in 
prison. Thompson, who once worked as an assistant prosecu-
tor at the Department of Justice, started with the low-hanging 
fruit: the videotapes. “We’ve never seen anything like it,” he 
told me. “The confessions were so short, so perfunctory. The 
two boys sort of blamed each other. It was as if they were told, 
‘Just say you were there and you can go home.’” He concluded 

that the confessions were false and that the preponderance 
of evidence showed the men were innocent. Prosecutors, he 
said, should never have pursued the case. 

David McCallum was released in October 2014 after 29 
years behind bars, and Thompson met with him minutes 
before his exoneration hearing. His intent, he said, was to 
apologize “on behalf of prosecutors everywhere.” He keeps 
a picture of McCallum on the wall of his office. It shows 
McCallum’s niece hugging him when he came out of court 
on the day of his release. “I saw that picture in the Associated 
Press, and I wanted it because that says it all, the emotion in 
her face,” Thompson told me. “It reminds me that this is not 
a game. These are human beings. We can never completely 
heal guys like David McCallum. 29 years.” Thompson shook 
his head. He noted that William Stuckey did not live to see 
justice done. He died in prison in 2001, and was exonerated 
posthumously. 

Thompson, who lives in Brooklyn with his wife and two 
children, ran for office inspired by the execrable record of his 
predecessor. Charles Hynes had spent 24 years as Brooklyn 
DA and presided over what appeared to be hundreds of ques-
tionable convictions. One of the many people Hynes wrong-
fully convicted, Jabbar Collins, who served 16 years in prison 
for a murder he did not commit, filed a federal civil rights 
suit against Hynes following his release in 2010 after a New 
York state judge determined he was innocent. The suit, settled 
in 2014 with a $13 million judgment for Collins, charged that 
prosecutors in Brooklyn repeatedly engaged in “fraudulent, 
deceptive, and literally criminal acts” as part of an “unlaw-
ful policy” that Hynes “ratified” through “indifference and/or 
tacit approval.”  Thompson campaigned with a vow to clean 
up what he called the “evil” that Hynes had spawned. 

The problem of wrongful convictions is so important to 
Thompson that last October he convened at Brooklyn Law 
School a summit of reform-minded prosecutors from around 
the country to discuss what could be done about it. The 
conference, the first of its kind, was closed to the press, but 
Thompson allowed me to sit in. The attendees included dis-
trict attorneys from California, Texas, and Ohio, along with 
a hundred or so assistant DAs from various jurisdictions. 
Thompson, who is soft-spoken and reserved, opened the 
event with a short speech. “Wrongful convictions undermine 
the integrity of our criminal justice system,” he said. “It is 
my hope we will have frank discussions during this confer-
ence about whether there is a need for prosecutors to create 
mechanisms to review old convictions.” 

The only remarkable thing about the event was that pros-
ecutors were discussing the problem. The National Registry 
of Exonerations, a project of the University of Michigan Law 
School, estimates that 42 percent of wrongful convictions in 
recent years have been the product of “official misconduct” 
by prosecutors and police. In a study of 124 death-row ex-
onerations from 1973 to 2007, Richard Moran, a professor of 
sociology and criminology at Mount Holyoke College, con-
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cluded that two-thirds of these wrongful convictions resulted 
from “intentional, willful, malicious prosecutions.” 

Thompson has suggested a simple, if problematic, solu-
tion. Prosecutors, he told the district attorneys gathered in 
Brooklyn, need to reform themselves. The way to do so is 
an entirely new invention in criminal justice: a conviction 
review unit (CRU), operated inside DA’s offices, to examine 
the conduct in past convictions. 

The remarkable speed of Thompson’s CRU—since its es-
tablishment in April 2014 it has issued 20 exonerations – has 
garnered him national attention, and was part of the reason 
for the packed auditorium at Brooklyn Law School. “The 
CRU since Ken Thompson was elected has set a standard that 
is far higher than any other conviction review unit I know of,” 
Samuel Gross, co-founder and editor of the National Registry 
of Exonerations, told me. “The scale of the operation, the 
types of cases they’re dealing with, the attentiveness to each 
case—it is a big deal. What’s happening in Brooklyn is very 
impressive.” 

Thompson is part of a nascent movement among DAs 
elected in recent years who claim they can self-regulate. 
Spurred on by reform groups critical of the status quo, 24 
county prosecutor offices since 2007 have established CRUs. 
There are now review units operating in Detroit, Denver, 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, Cleveland, Washington DC, 
Phoenix, and Los Angeles. Partly as a result of their work, 
exonerations nationwide reached an all-time high in 2014, at 
125, a 37 percent increase over 2013. 

“The fact these units are popping up is miraculous in the 
bigger picture,” says Pamela Cytrynbaum, executive director 
of the Chicago Innocence Center, which investigates wrong-
ful convictions. “They have real, material meaning in the 
discussion nationwide about the depth and breadth of the 
brokenness of the criminal justice system.” At the October 
conference in Brooklyn, Ron Sullivan, a Harvard professor of 
law hired by Thompson to set up the CRU, told the auditori-
um, “We might say the zeitgeist is moving across the country, 
depositing conviction review units.” 

* * *
On June 27, 1958, a Maryland man named John Brady 

and his accomplice Donald Boblit attacked and kidnapped a 
man whose car they planned to steal. Boblit hit the victim 
over the head with the butt of a shotgun, and then dragged 
the unconscious man to a rural field, where Boblit strangled 
him. When Brady and Boblit were caught and charged for 
the murder, Boblit confessed that he, not Brady, had com-
mitted the murder. Brady had stood by and watched. But 
prosecutors did not allow the jury to hear that confession at 
Brady’s trial. Brady, like Boblit, was convicted and sentenced 
to death, the jury having no knowledge that Brady did not in 
fact commit the murder. On appeal, his lawyer demanded a 
retrial based on the newly discovered evidence. 

Brady appealed, and his case made it to the Supreme 
Court. The justices, in 1963, issued a decision that would 

become a landmark in criminal justice. Creating an entirely 
new due process right. Brady v. Maryland mandated that all 
exculpatory evidence in the prosecution’s possession now had 
to be shared with the defense. “Brady is a rule of fundamen-
tal fairness,” says Bennett Gershman, a law professor at Pace 
University and a leading expert on prosecutorial misconduct. 
“It is the quintessential rule embodying the prosecutor’s role 
as a minister of justice.”  The Brady opinion described the 
prosecutor as the “architect” of a trial and established the 
constitutional duty to build the “legal edifice” so that the de-
fendant is fairly treated. 

The conduct prohibited by the Brady rule has broadened 
over the years. If a prosecutor presents unreliable, inadmis-
sible, fraudulent, or misleading evidence, if he hides or fabri-
cates evidence, or lies in court in any way that prejudices the 
defendant, or suborns perjury by a witness, he has violated 
Brady. 

Brady violations are rampant. Consider the most extraor-
dinary recent example in California’s Orange County, where 
Superior Court Judge Thomas M. Goethals, a former pros-
ecutor, was forced last year to disqualify the entire prosecuto-
rial staff in the DA’s office—all 250 lawyers—from participa-
tion in a capital murder trial following revelations that the 
office had systematically violated Brady by suppressing excul-
patory evidence in three dozen separate cases. 

In 2014, Judge Alex Kozinski, a justice of the United States 
Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit, noted in an opinion 
that Brady violations “have reached epidemic proportions.” 
Kozinski cited as a random sampling some 27 separate 
federal and state criminal cases between 2003 and 2013 in 
which prosecutors were found to have broken the rule. 

What prompted Kozinski’s ire was the federal prosecution 
of Kenneth Olsen, a Washington State man who was con-
victed in 2003 of producing ricin, a deadly toxin, with the 
goal of using it as a weapon. Olsen proclaimed his innocence, 
saying he was motivated only by “an irresponsible sense of 
curiosity” about “strange and morbid things” and had no 
intention of deploying the poison. Exculpatory evidence sup-
porting Olsen’s defense, however, never made it before the 
jury—because the assistant U.S. attorney assigned to his case 
suppressed it, violating Brady. “I wish I could say that the 
prosecutor’s unprofessionalism here is the exception,” wrote 
Kozinski. “But it wouldn’t be true.” 

There is no regulatory system to police this kind of mis-
conduct. The American Bar Association’s Standards for 
Criminal Justice, the United States Attorneys’ Manual, 
and the National Prosecution Standards of the National 
District Attorneys Association all promulgate rules of good 
behavior, including adherence to Brady. But these rules are 
aspirational. State bar associations rarely act when apprised 
of misconduct. The Center for Prosecutor Integrity reports 
that less than 2 percent of cases of prosecutorial misconduct 
over the past 50 years resulted in any public sanction. From 
1997 to 2009, a mere 1 percent of California prosecutors 
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facing formal misconduct charges suffered any professional 
consequences. 

Defendants should not look to judges for help. “Many 
judges were once prosecutors and don’t want to rock the 
boat,” Gershman tells me. “Many judges see prosecutors as 
doing God’s work. Many judges are scared of prosecutors. 
And many just sit there passively, sometimes not even real-
izing what’s happening in their courtrooms.” He describes the 
general lack of safeguards as “one of the most shameful ex-
amples of cowardice and inaction by the supposed protectors 
of the ethics of the profession.” 

In the Olsen case, despite the evidence of intentional 
misconduct, the 9th Circuit majority upheld the conviction, 
with Kozinski dissenting. The decision of the majority, wrote 
Kozinski, sent “a clear signal to prosecutors that, when a case 
is close, it’s best to hide evidence helpful to the defense, as 
there will be a fair chance reviewing courts will look the other 
way, as happened here.” He added that “prosecutors don’t care 
about Brady because courts don’t make them care.”

That there are no real punishments for prosecutors, no 
matter how bad the misconduct, is entrenched in U.S. law. 
The Supreme Court in Imbler v. Pachtman (1976) ruled that 
individual prosecutors acting in an official capacity cannot 
be held liable by the defendants they wrongly convict. 
Prosecutors, said the court, are insulated “absolutely” from 
civil litigation. The court defended this absolute immunity by 
arguing that prosecutors need to be free of the threat of being 
prosecuted themselves for the “vigorous and fearless” perfor-
mance of their duties. 

The justices admitted that “such immunity leaves the 
genuinely wronged criminal defendant without civil redress 
against a prosecutor whose malicious or dishonest action de-
prives him of liberty.” (What the justices should have said in 
the decision, to clarify their position, is this: Dear wrongfully 
convicted person, you will never get justice against the bastard 
who ruined your life, and we the Supremes are fine with that.) 

Theoretically, a wrongfully convicted defendant can still 
pursue charges, not against a specific prosecutor but against 
the office of the prosecutor. In 2011, however, the Supreme 
Court narrowed this avenue of redress as well. The DA’s office, 
said the court in Connick v. Thompson, cannot be held ac-
countable for failing to adequately train prosecutors on the 
basis of a single violation. Instead, the plaintiff must prove 
that a “culture of misconduct” exists within the DA’s office. 
Exactly how many violations constitute a culture of miscon-
duct is unknown, as the court did not draw a line in the sand. 

If absolute immunity makes the prosecutor untouchable, 
absolute discretion liberates him to wield the law however he 
chooses. The district attorney decides who to charge, what 
to charge, and whose crimes he will ignore. These decisions 
happen in secret, outside any public scrutiny. Discretion has 
long been a source of worry. The 1931 National Commission 
on Law Observance and Enforcement concluded that abso-

lute discretion amounted to “something like a royal dispens-
ing power,” with the prosecutor “the real arbiter of what 
laws shall be enforced,” his decisions rendered “on grounds 
nowhere recorded and quite unascertainable.” The findings 
are as valid today as they were 85 years ago. Angela J. Davis, a 
ferocious critic of prosecutors who spent 12 years as a lawyer 
at the D.C. Public Defenders Service and who is now a profes-
sor of law at American University, goes so far as to assert that 
the charging decision is “the most important prosecutorial 
power.” It is also, she says, “the strongest example of the reach 
of prosecutorial discretion.”

Prosecutors routinely overcharge to strike fear into a de-
fendant, overwhelm defense lawyers’ resources, and produce 
extreme leverage to force a plea and avoid trial. An estimated 
95 percent of all criminal convictions in state courts are the 
result of plea bargaining – a process, Davis notes, “controlled 
entirely by the prosecutor.” (And the information prosecutors 
use to force pleas is exempt from the Brady rule.) Jed Rakoff, a 
US District Court judge, writes that the “prosecutor-dictated” 
plea bargain system creates “such inordinate pressures [that it 
has] led a significant number of defendants to plead guilty to 
crimes they never actually committed.” 

It may be that prosecutors—not cops, judges, or lawmak-
ers—are to blame for the stunning increase in the prison 
population since the 1990s. John Pfaff, a professor of law 
at Fordham Law School, observes that since 1994 “prison 
growth appears to be driven primarily by a single factor: pros-
ecutors’ decisions to file felony charges.” While the number of 
arrests, arrests per crime, prison admissions per felony filing, 
and time served have all been flat or falling, the number of 
defendants who end up in felony court has skyrocketed. 

Pfaff admits that he can’t explain why prosecutors have 
become more aggressive, or why Brady violations have been 
skyrocketing. “The reason I don’t have an answer is actually 
pretty important,” he told me in an email. “Because we have 
almost no data on what prosecutors do. We have detailed 
data on crimes and arrests and on who enters prison and for 
how long. But there’s no equivalent for prosecutors. It’s hard 
to figure out why they act the way they do because we don’t 
really have much data on what they do or how they do it.” 

It’s a stunning fact that the most important and powerful 
player in the criminal justice system is the least understood 
by policy analysts. 

* * *
When Ken Thompson took office in 2014, one of his first 

phone calls was to Dallas County District Attorney Craig 
Watkins. He wanted advice on reviewing past convictions. 
Elected in 2007, Watkins was a Democrat who had been a 
career criminal defense attorney. He had embarked on a bold 
program of reform, with the novel idea to establish a special 
investigative branch within the DA’s office dedicated to the 
review of misconduct that had led to wrongful convictions. 
He called it a conviction integrity unit, and he asked a veteran 
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Dallas defense lawyer named Mike Ware to head it. “The 
humor in the office before Watkins came in was that ‘Anyone 
can convict a guilty person. It takes real talent to convict an 
innocent person,’” Ware told me. 

The nation’s longest-serving district attorney, Henry Wade, 
who had ruled Dallas County for 36 years, prosecuting Jack 
Ruby and defending his office as the Wade in Roe v. Wade, 
had left his mark with an ethos of “convict at all costs.” He 
retired in 1986, famously without ever losing a case that he 
prosecuted personally. Out of 30 death sentences that he de-
manded, he got 29. Wade’s successors, said Ware, had “kept 
the ball rolling, and changed nothing. Dallas County always 
had this terrible reputation.”

There was not a single county in the nation that had a con-
viction integrity unit when Watkins took office. “We had no 
template to base it on,” said Ware. “I’d never known any DA’s 
office to even use the term ‘conviction integrity.’ What Craig 
wanted to do was revolutionary.” When Ware left the office to 
return to private practice in 2011, Watkins replaced him with 
another well-known Dallas defender, Russell Wilson, who 
told me that Watkins reiterated the need for “someone from 
the outside to come in who is less susceptible to the biases of 
prosecutors.” Watkins himself had never served as a prosecu-
tor, and no DA had ever won the seat in Dallas without some 
experience putting away criminals. “His perspective of law 
enforcement was totally different from the guys who come 
up as prosecutors aligned with law enforcement,” Wilson told 
me. “His perspective as a defender was seeing people wrong-
fully convicted.” 

Watkins began with an audit of every request for post-
conviction DNA testing in the Dallas County DA’s database. 
The unit was financed at $360,000 annually, and its staff was 
small: one prosecutor, one investigator and one paralegal, 
but with access to the resources of the 250 prosecutors in the 
office. Watkins made the incredible move of partnering with 
the Innocence Project of Texas, opening the entirety of his 
files to the group’s lawyers, and backed them with subpoena 
power to conduct investigations. “The goal was more than 
conviction review, it was really to begin to reform the crimi-
nal justice system,” Watkins told me. “Our system is broken. 
Prosecutors have the power to change things and they don’t. 
I always thought that I had a dual role. Convict the guilty and 
free the innocent.” 

Within six months he had ordered a review of more than 
400 cases, some of them dating to the 1970s. “It was very risky 
politically,” said Ware. “The police were going to hate us for it. 
The victims’ groups were going to hate us. But as we started 
doing it, it got popular support.” There were glowing profiles 
of Watkins on 60 Minutes, in the New York Times – the Times 
proclaimed that his arrival signaled “an end to the old ways” 
– and in the Dallas Morning News, which named Watkins 
its Man of the Year in 2008. “What Craig did that was really 
different,” Ware told me, “was that instead of looking at 

these cases as embarrassments and outliers, he showed up 
in court, he shook the exoneree’s hands, he didn’t hide from 
the exonerations the way other DAs in previous administra-
tions had. He brought a different culture to the exonerations 
themselves.” 

By 2014, when Watkins lost his seat after two terms, his 
CIU had reviewed over a thousand cases and issued 33 ex-
onerations. Prior to the Watkins administration, the DA’s 
office during its entire history had presided over just seven 
exonerations. Watkins’ successor, a former assistant pros-
ecutor named Susan Hawk, who ran as a tough-on-crime 
Republican, vowed to carry on the work of the CIU, but took 
more than six months to appoint a new chief for the unit. 
“I’m not going to comment on the current administration,” 
Watkins told me, “except that they seem to have a very dif-
ferent view than I did.” He noted that Hawk, in her bid to 
oust him, had the support of the Dallas Police Association. 
“We were looking at police officers and their conduct,” said 
Watkins. “Maybe they supported my opponent because they 
thought their jobs would be a little easier.”

* * *
Like Watkins, Ken Thompson brought in an outsider to 

run his review unit. Ron Sullivan had spent several years at 
the DC Public Defenders Office, taught at Yale and Harvard, 
and worked in New Orleans at the Orleans Parish defenders 
office sorting out the post-Hurricane Katrina mess, when 
thousands of innocent defendants had been jailed, records 
were lost, and the defenders office was, as he described it, “in 
shambles and needed to be reformed.”

The CRU that Thompson inherited from his predecessor, 
Charles Hynes, consisted of one prosecutor when it was es-
tablished in 2011 and one investigator who had other duties, 
and none of its personnel were provided an additional budget 
or resources. There were over a hundred murder convictions 
from the Hynes era that needed review. Sullivan proposed a 
massive expansion. Thompson pressed the New York City 
Council for $500,000 in annual funding, and added another 
$600,000 from his coffers. The unit would now have 10 full-
time prosecutors and three detective investigators doing 
nothing but conviction review. Sullivan had studied Watkins’ 
Dallas model and wanted “to move beyond Dallas.” 

First, he conceptualized a notion of wrongful convictions 
broader than those involving proof of “actual innocence.” In 
cases of actual innocence, the evidence, often DNA-related, 
showed that the defendant could not have committed the 
crime. “To go beyond actual innocence, we started looking at 
cases where the conviction is so corrupted by due process vio-
lations that the interests of justice compel the DA to vacate,” 
Sullivan told me. Convictions shown to be rife with Brady 
violations, for example, could “no longer carry the imprima-
tur of the office.” 

Next, he established an independent review panel, com-
prised of three attorneys outside the DA’s office, to examine 



16

the evidence in cases under review and offer recommenda-
tions to the office. The IRP would not be paid by the Brooklyn 
DA; the attorneys volunteered their time. 

The panel included Bernard Nussbaum, the former 
White House counsel to Bill Clinton, who was part of the 
Congressional team that investigated Watergate; Jennifer 
Rodgers, a former top prosecutor at the Justice Department; 
and Gary Villanueva, who worked as an assistant district at-
torney in the 1980s under Hynes’s predecessor, DA Elizabeth 
Holtzman. “The CRU does the investigation,” Thompson told 
me, “but the same information that the CRU looks at we also 
give to the IRP. And if the independent panel wants more 
information, they contact the CRU, and the CRU gives them 
that information. This is not something we take lightly.” 

Perhaps the most important development under Thompson 
has been the extension of the CRU to non-homicide cases. 
When I sat down with him last year, Thompson told me the 
story of Michael Wate, who was convicted of burglary in 1987. 
“He came to this country from Barbados as a young man,” 
Thompson said. “He got a job here in Brooklyn working in an 
apartment building as a security guard. And he would see a 
woman come down at night who lived in the building and get 
into her car and, apparently, go to work.” One night she came 
down and her car was missing. She accused Wate of stealing 
it. He denied the crime, and quit the job at the building. 

“A couple months later that same woman accused him of 
burglarizing her apartment,” Thompson said. “He was put on 
trial, and he testified in his own defense. His grandmother 
and other relatives testified that he was home with them at 
the time of the burglary. But he was convicted, sentenced to 
18 months. He did his 18 months, got out.”

Thompson received a letter from Wate last year claiming 
that because of the conviction 27 years ago he was now facing 
deportation back to Barbados. He was 50 years old, married, 
with four daughters, and was now a grandfather. He had no 
criminal record beyond the single conviction. Thompson’s 
CRU prosecutors interviewed him and found him credible. 
They examined the trial transcript, and noted that the sup-
posed victim had left Brooklyn and moved to Atlanta. 

“My prosecutors, without me telling them to do it, got on a 
plane and flew down to Georgia,” Thompson told me. “They 
drove an hour to this woman’s home with the transcripts and 
talked to her about what happened back in 1987. To make a 
long story short, this woman admitted that she fabricated the 
charges against Mr. Wate. And that convinced me that I could 
not just focus on murder cases.”

Ron Sullivan says that the rate of wrongful convictions is 
likely higher in non-homicide cases, where the representation 
at trial is not as robust. “And with plea bargaining, we have a 
lot of incidents where people admit to things they didn’t do,” 
he said. 

“Hopefully the number of cases under review over time 
will reduce,” said Sullivan. “It may take a while. Ken is trying 

to learn from past mistakes.” Thompson is incorporating 
the lessons of the CRU into the training of new lawyers, 
with the idea that if line prosecutors understand the causes 
of past wrongful convictions, they will learn to recognize 
the warning signs in cases now before them. Questionable 
eyewitness identification, for example. Unreliable scientific 
evidence. Unreliable confessions. Use of jailhouse informants. 
Or viable alternative suspects that were never investigated. 
Or exculpatory evidence that goes overlooked. “Last year, I 
trained the new class,” said Sullivan. “The lesson we impart is: 
Take Brady seriously.”

* * *
In the audience at the October summit was a 63-year-old 

criminal justice activist named Bill Bastuk, who in 2008 
was falsely indicted on charges of rape. Bastuk had worked 
in public service for close to 35 years, as a legislative aide in 
the New York State assembly and then as a county legislator 
and town councilman. “I had no idea what prosecutors can 
do to your life before this happened,” he told me. The teenage 
girl who accused him kept diary entries that suggested the 
rape charge was invented, but the prosecutor withheld this 
information until it was discovered by his defense team. The 
prosecutor proceeded with the case. The trial took two weeks, 
the jury found Bastuk not guilty, but in the process he had 
spent $150,000 in legal fees, taken out a second mortgage, 
undergone forced psychological evaluation, spent a night in 
jail, and become a pariah in a community where he was once 
a respected figure. Bastuk was so horrified at watching pros-
ecutors in action that he founded a nonprofit called It Could 
Happen to You, whose goal is to pass legislation in New York 
that for the first time in state history could curb prosecutorial 
power. 

Bastuk was skeptical that Conviction Review Units con-
stitute serious reform. “These units are fine as far as they 
go,” he told me. “We still need systemic procedures to stop 
the misconduct from happening. That can’t be done by these 
units.” Phil Locke, an advisor to the Ohio Innocence Project 
and Duke University’s Wrongful Convictions Clinic, noted 
the fatal deficiency of the CRU model: They operate entirely 
at the prosecutor’s discretion. “Conviction review units are 
totally contained within the office, and the prosecutor has 
total control over which case he’ll review and which ones he 
won’t,” Locke told me. “That’s not really in the spirit of what 
we’re supposed to be doing in reviewing cases.” 

“My personal opinion,” he said, “is that CRUs are politically 
motivated and self-serving. It’s the fox guarding the henhouse 
problem. They’ll cherry-pick the cases, overturn the obviously 
worst ones, thump their chests about all the good being done. 
And I would be very surprised if they overturned a conviction 
that involved a currently sitting member of that prosecutors’ 
office. Over time, I think we’ll see that CRUs will be disband-
ed, and the reasoning we’ll hear for this is, ‘We’ve cleaned up, 
we’ve fixed the problem, and we don’t need this in the future.’” 
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Advocates of CRUs say the metric for their effectiveness is 
the number of exonerations they are issuing. By this measure, 
some units appear to be do-nothing operations. Charles 
Hynes’s review unit accomplished very little during its three 
years: 14 cases reviewed, and 2 exonerations. And the number 
of individual CRUs, now at 24 nationwide, is paltry. There are 
roughly 2,330 county prosecutors in this country.

A more effective way to tackle the problem of wrongful 
convictions is to address the root cause: discretion and immu-
nity, the unfettered freedom of prosecutors to choose which 
cases to go after, and to avoid the consequences of their errors 
and misdeeds. “We need to pass laws that remove the shield 
of prosecutorial immunity and that make prosecutors ac-
countable for misconduct,” Locke told me. Sanctions, he said, 
should include jail time. Unethical prosecutors need to be 
perp-walked and thrown in the cages they love to put others 
in. “Until that happens, nothing fundamental will change.” 

Bill Bastuk’s group has drafted legislation for the creation 
of a Commission on Prosecutor Conduct in New York State, 
which Bastuk sees as an initial step toward structural reform. 
The commission, the first of its kind in the nation, would 
have a sweeping regulatory mandate. It would investigate al-
legations of prosecutorial misconduct that lead to wrongful 
convictions and indictments, and it would have the power to 
sanction or suspend a prosecutor and recommend removal. 

The bill’s sponsors include Sen. John DeFrancisco, a 
conservative upstate Republican and former ADA, and 

Assemblyman Nick Perry, a liberal Democrat out of Brooklyn. 
It has been endorsed by the New York State Defenders 
Association, the state’s Association of Criminal Defense 
Lawyers, the Legal Aid Society, the state Catholic Conference, 
the United Teachers, and the AFL-CIO. The sole organization 
lobbying to kill the bill is the District Attorneys Association 
of the State of New York. “DAASNY has been swarming the 
legislature,” says Bastuk. 

* * *
One of the cases that Thompson’s CRU investigated was 

that of a 32-year-old Brooklyn man named John Charles 
Giuca, whose arrest and trial on murder charges in 2005 
became a tabloid sensation. Prosecutors claimed that Giuca 
was the head of a petty Brooklyn gang called the Ghetto 
Mafia, and that he had ordered one of his lieutenants to “get 
a body” for the gang. The victim, gunned down on the street 
by a friend of Giuca’s, was a college football star named Mark 
Fisher. Convicted on second degree murder charges and 
sentenced to 25 years to life, Giuca appealed, maintaining his 
innocence. His lawyer, Mark Bederow, filed a 75-page petition 
to Thompson in 2014 calling the evidence against his client 
“false, flimsy, incompatible and now thoroughly discredited.” 

Bederow hired Bennett Gershman to advise on the appeal. 
Gershman read the trial transcripts, exhibits, grand jury tes-
timony, the investigative documents, and the sworn recanta-
tions of the three principal prosecution witnesses against 
Giuca. The case hinged on the testimony of a jailhouse in-

Former DA Charles J. Hynes. Photo: Metropolitan Transportation Authority / Patrick Cashin.
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formant who had reason to lie, who was later proven to be 
unreliable, but whose problematic history was suppressed by 
the prosecutor in the case. 

Gershman offered a harsh assessment of that prosecutor, 
an assistant under Charles Hynes, Anna-Sigga Nicolazzi, who 
had never lost a case. In the Giuca prosecution Nicolazzi had 
run roughshod over the Brady rules, according to Gershman. 
“By her distortion, subversion, and suppression of evidence, 
and improper arguments to the jury,” he wrote in an April 
2014 letter to Thompson, “ADA Nicolazzi undermined Mr. 
Giuca’s right to a fair trial, and corrupted the integrity of the 
jury’s verdict.” Nicolazzi, he wrote, used “misleading, decep-
tive, and inflammatory tactics,” and “displayed a cynical dis-
regard for the truth.” Gershman called the case “one of the 
most serious issues of prosecutorial misconduct that I have 
encountered recently.”

The People v. Giuca seemed a prime example of the need, 
as Sullivan described it, to go beyond seeking proof of actual 
innocence to examine the corruption of due process. But 
Thompson upheld the conviction last year, saying there was 
no evidence of Giuca’s innocence, that his trial was fair, and 
that justice had been done. Sullivan told me, “We absolutely 
stand by our decision.” He added that Thompson’s indepen-
dent review panel had found no problems with the Giuca 
prosecution.

Giuca filed another appeal in New York state court, which 
was denied in June. He is still in prison. Anna-Sigga Nicolazzi 
remains as one of Thompson’s top homicide assistants. 
She now stars as herself on a reality show on the Discovery 
Channel called “Did He Do It?” 

I asked Gershman about Thompson’s review of the Giuca 
case. “I think Thompson has done an extraordinary job with 
his CRU. But he has failed to do the right thing in the Giuca 
case. Why? Maybe one of his star prosecutors, who has pro-
moted herself publicly in TV, used every resource available to 
her to put pressure on him not to touch the case.”

Gershman took to the Huffington Post to castigate the 
New York state judge, Danny Chun, who, true to the model 
of judicial cowardice and inaction, backed DA Thompson in 
upholding the Giuca conviction last June. “Once again, John 
Giuca’s bid for a new, and much fairer, trial than he had in 
Brooklyn ten years ago has been frustrated after an eviden-
tiary hearing in which the prosecution’s star witness admitted 
he lied at Giuca’s trial and the prosecution’s misconduct was 
further exposed as a brazen effort to hide the truth from the 
jury,” wrote Gershman. “None of this appeared to matter to 
Judge Danny Chun, who bought every argument the prosecu-
tion made, however absurd and unsupported by law, to send 
Giuca back to prison.”

Bederow, Giuca’s attorney, wrote me in an email that “the 
Giuca decision was wrong on so many levels.  It is especially 
disappointing given that we are only beginning to realize how 
many trials have been tainted by the use of unreliable jail-

house informants whose testimony was propped up by with-
holding Brady material.  We’ve all watched with admiration 
as the Brooklyn judiciary and DA Thompson have restored 
much of the damage that occurred under the Hynes admin-
istration.  But until John Giuca is granted a new trial – a fair 
trial – that work will never be completed.” 

* * *
Whatever the reason for Thompson’s Giuca  decision, it 

points directly at the problem of unaccountable power. We 
have to trust Ken Thompson to do the right thing—and that’s 
about as far as the reform goes. There was no discussion at 
the October conference about structural reform, no call for 
an end to absolute immunity and absolute discretion, no 
outcry over the corrosive plea bargain game, no concern for 
the practice of overcharging, no demand that prosecutors face 
criminal liability for lawlessness in court, no concern that we 
have concentrated massive unaccountable power in a single 
branch of government. Even the guiding figure in the CRU 
movement, Craig Watkins, doesn’t see the need for regula-
tion. “A prosecutor needs immunity to do his job without 
worrying about oversight,” Watkins told me. “If you have the 
right person that’s in office, who has the morality, who wants 
to make sure the criminal justice system works, you don’t 
need external review.” 

Half a century ago, Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson, 
who prosecuted the Nuremberg Trials, made a similar ar-
gument. “A sensitiveness to fair play and sportsmanship 
is perhaps the best protection against the abuse of power,” 
he said, “and the citizen’s safety lies in the prosecutor who 
tempers zeal with human kindness, who seeks truth and not 
victims, who serves the law and not factional purposes, and 
who approaches his task with humility.” Ron Sullivan put this 
same sentiment another way. “The Supreme Court has been 
crystal clear that the Constitution doesn’t constrain decision-
making and discretion by prosecutors,” he told me. “Absent 
that, the change has to come from people of good will insist-
ing that the guilty and the guilty alone should be prosecuted 
and punished.” 

With all due respect to Jackson, Watkins, Sullivan et al, this 
is idealistic stupidity. It runs counter to the system of separa-
tion of powers designed to prevent the democracy from de-
generating into tyranny. That system is predicated on a real-
istic if dark assessment of human nature. Men in power can’t 
be trusted to be sensitive or sportsmanlike or truth-seeking or 
kind or humble or full of good will. What drives a prosecu-
tor are the all-too-human traits: a desire for advancement, the 
building of reputation, the winning of status in his field. We 
ignore his humanness at our peril. cp

-with additional reporting by Aidan Coffey

Christopher Ketcham is a freelance writer based in Brooklyn, 

New York, and Moab, Utah.
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Worked to Death 
 On Work and Suicide in 

France
By Sarah Waters

Over the past decade, France has experienced what has 
been described as a ‘suicide epidemic’ with rising numbers of 
employees choosing to kill themselves in the face of extreme 
pressures at work. Suicides have affected a wide range of 
sectors and occupations including telecommunications, 
electricity and gas, car manufacturing, postal services, the 
police force, banking, supermarkets, teaching and research 
centres. In 2013, the French government set up a National 
Observatory of Suicide to respond to rising suicide rates, not 
just in the workplace, but across the whole of French society.

Later this year, the French courts are expected to reach a 
verdict in the case of three bosses from the telecommunica-
tions giant, France Télécom (rebranded Orange in 2013) who 
have been placed under judicial investigation in the case of 35 
suicides by employees in 2008 and 2009. In an earlier case, 
a French court of appeals found car manufacturer, Renault 
guilty of gross negligence in relation to three employee sui-
cides. Meanwhile, trade unions have accused the French 
postal services, La Poste, of being responsible for 200 worker 
suicides between 2008 and 2012. 

In France, workplace suicide is a highly visible and contro-
versial phenomenon, partly because of the manner in which 
many have chosen to take their own lives. Some have written 
letters, published in detail in the French press, in which they 
blame work or working conditions as the sole cause of their 
suicide. For instance, La Poste experienced a wave of suicides 
at a time when the company was restructuring and pushing 
through mass job cuts and redeployments.

On 29 December 2012, a 28-year-old senior manager threw 
himself from the window of the top floor of the central post 
office where he worked in Rennes, dying instantly. He left a 
letter for his wife in which he made his motivations clear: ‘I 
should have everything to be happy, a loving wife, an adorable 
daughter. However, all this work anxiety has encroached on 
my private life and I can no longer experience joy like before’. 
Described as an ambitious and conscientious employee, the 
victim had risen quickly through the ranks, from a position 
as postman to that of senior manager. But his working life 
had been rendered dysfunctional by a series of chaotic rede-
ployments and he had been demoted a few months before his 
suicide. There were 30 suicides and attempted suicides at La 
Poste in 2012, 10 of which took place at work.

Other letters by suicides at La Poste are equally explicit: 
‘My working life is the primary cause. It has crushed and en-

gulfed me to the point where I can no longer see any escape’ 
(suicide by senior manager in December 2005); ‘My suicide 
is due entirely to La Poste’ (suicide by manager in January 
2008); ‘I consider La Poste’s management, at all levels to be 
the cause of my loss of bearings’ (suicide by 42 year old postal 
worker in March 2012); ‘La Poste has killed me’ (attempted 
suicide by postal worker in March 2013).

In other cases, employees have chosen to kill themselves 
in spectacular and public ways in order to highlight the links 
between their deaths and their jobs. The award-winning web 
documentary Le Grand Incendie (The Big Fire) by film-makers 
Samuel Bollendorf and Olivia Colo deals with cases of suicide 
by self-immolation by individuals who find themselves in 
desperate situations. It covers the case of Rémy Louvradoux, 
a 57-year-old management controller and father-of-four who 
set fire to himself in the carpark outside the France Télécom 
building where he worked near Bordeaux, on the morning of 
26 April 2011. A letter he had written to company bosses in 
September 2009 was published in the French press after his 
suicide. In the letter, he criticises chaotic restructuring driven 
by a ‘management by terror’ that pressurizes employees and 
makes them feel guilty for resisting organizational change. 
He identifies himself amongst the group of workers over 50 
who were being forcibly redeployed into posts for which they 
had no experience or training: ‘I am part of this segment. I 
am surplus to requirements (…) Suicide has become a solu-
tion’. The victim’s family is pursuing legal action against the 
company for corporate manslaughter.

Why does work or working conditions push some indi-
viduals to take their own lives? Workplace suicide is not a 
uniquely French phenomenon. Research carried out in the 
United States, Australia, Japan, China, India and Taiwan 
points to a steep rise in workplace suicides in the context of a 
chronic deterioration of working conditions.

Suicides have been triggered by transformations to the 
workplace that have marked the rise of a new globalized and 
finance-driven model of capitalism over the past 30 years. In 
western economies such as France, money is no longer made 
from material production and the physical act of making 
things. In our hollowed out economies, profits are derived 
mainly from financial speculation and immaterial flows of 
money across the international stage. 

This financialization of western economies has radically 
transformed the status and perceived value of the individual 
in the workplace. Whereas under industrial capitalism, the 
worker was an agent of production and therefore viewed as a 
source of profit and capital accumulation, under finance capi-
talism, profit is linked to extraneous financial variables and 
the individual employee is perceived as a potential obstacle to 
rational economic goals.

At France Télécom, suicides took place when the company 
was privatizing and opening up its shares to financial markets. 
Its ‘Next’ restructuring plan (2005 – 2008) set as its target to 
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cut 22,000 jobs in the space of two years. Management sought 
to eliminate from the company an unacceptable cost: the 
company’s own employees. A statement made by the firm’s 
chief executive Didier Lombard, which was later leaked to the 
press, set the tone for the restructuring process: ‘I will carry 
[staff cuts] out by whatever means are necessary, by pushing 
people through the door or out the window’.

The management techniques used to incentivise staff to 
‘move on’ have been described in the French courts as har-
cèlement moral or psychological bullying. Some individuals 
were placed under such intense pressure to leave that they 
took their own lives. In a satirical sketch that appeared in the 
French press at the time, we see a Human Resources manager 
sitting at his desk and working out the savings to be made 
through employee suicides. Here, the act of suicide becomes 
a factor of adjustment to be put on the spreadsheet alongside 
other budgetary considerations. He ruminates over potential 
savings and decides: ‘One out of every two suicides will not 
be replaced!’

In some companies, employees were placed under pressure 
to raise their productivity to vastly increased new levels. At 
Renault, the Contrat 2009 restructuring plan set as its target 
to increase car production by 800,000 cars and to launch 21 
new models of car in four years, without expanding the size of 
the workforce. This goal was to be achieved by increasing the 
workloads of individual employees. On 16 February 2007, a 38 
year old draughtsman at Renault’s Technocentre committed 
suicide by hanging himself at home. He had been working on 
the design of a new model of Laguna and was under pres-
sure to produce his design by a tight deadline. In his suicide 
note, the victim names both Renault’s chief executive and his 
line manager and blames them for his suicide, stating ‘I would 
never have been able to make their shitty Top Series’. Renault 
has been held culpable for this suicide.

Writing at the end of the 19th century, French sociologist 
Emile Durkheim suggested that suicide was a social phenom-
enon that transcended the individual and reflected the nature 
of society itself. The rise of suicides in France and across the 
globalized stage seems to reflect a society in which the rule of 
finance and the drive to expropriate profit takes precedence 
over every other human consideration. Each of these suicides 
is a story of immense private suffering, but they are also a 
powerful indictment of the values and ends of the globalized 
economy in which we now live. cp

Sarah Waters is Senior Lecturer in French Studies at University 
of Leeds. She the author of Between Republic and Market (2012) 
and Social Movements in France (2003). 

The British Empire Never Died 
 The Neocolonialism of 
‘Offshore’ Tax Havens

By Dan Glazebrook

Kwame Nkrumah was the leader of the Ghanaian indepen-
dence movement in the 1950s, eventually leading the country 
to become the first black African nation to break free from 
British rule in 1957. But Nkrumah knew that the country he 
led remained tied into a colonial world economy, and would 
require much more than formal political independence to 
become truly liberated. He analysed the condition of po-
litical independence combined with economic dependence 
as ‘neocolonialism’ which, he argued, aimed “to keep [living] 
standards depressed” in the formerly colonized countries “in 
the interest of the developed countries” and to preserve “the 
colonial pattern of commerce and industry”. Specifically he 
noted “the financial power of the developed countries being 
used in such a way as to impoverish the less developed.” This 
short sentence describes precisely the main role of today’s 
global network of tax havens. 

Whilst there is no single, internationally-agreed, definition 
of exactly what constitutes a tax haven, there is little disagree-
ment on the broad contours of their appeal: the chance for 
capital to escape the regulation, scrutiny and tax laws of the 
society in which it was generated. Their scale and signifi-
cance to the global economy is hard to overstate: according 
to Ronen Palan, one of the leading academic authorities 
on ‘offshore’ finance, tax havens hold an estimated 20% of 
all private wealth, process almost half the world’s stock of 
money, conduct 80% of international financial transactions 
and account for almost 100% of foreign exchange transac-
tions (worth $2 trillion per day). It is not surprising, then, 
that 99 of Europe’s top 100 companies have subsidiaries in 
tax havens. As the investigative journalist Nicholas Shaxson 
has commented, “the offshore system is not just a colourful 
outgrowth of the global economy, but instead lies right at its 
centre”. But this has not always been the case. Whilst early tax 
havens began to take shape in the 1930s, their emergence as 
the world’s major financial centres coincided precisely with 
the end of (most) formal colonialism. 

Whilst most of the British Empire had gained indepen-
dence by the end of the 1960s, Britain retained control of 
a significant number of island outposts scattered around 
the globe. Some of these, such as the Chagos and Falkland 
islands, became outposts for the projection of military power. 
The Chagos islands, for example, were emptied of their in-
digenous populations and turned into a US base which has 
played a crucial role in the refueling of bomber jets on their 
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way to the Middle East, as well as a staging post in the CIA’s 
notorious rendition programme. But most of the islands 
were destined for another, although linked, purpose: to act 
as financial vehicles for the continued looting of the former 
colonial regions, channeling their resources back to the im-
perial heartlands. Closest to home were the three Crown 
Dependencies of Jersey, Guernsey and the Isle of Man; then 
the fourteen Overseas Territories, mostly in the Caribbean; 
and finally a range of other jurisdictions such as Gibraltar 
and Hong Kong. Virtually all of these islands had become tax 
havens within years of the formal decolonization of the rest 
of the empire, and collectively represent around one half of 
all the world’s tax havens (however defined) today. With the 
exception of Hong Kong, all remain under the control of the 
British crown, with governor-generals appointed by London, 
and legislation subject to approval or veto by the British 
Foreign Office. 

Once established, Britain’s network of tax havens created 
the competitive pressures that led other global powers to 
create their own offshore centres in response. As noted by 
Palan, Murphy and Chavagneux, “the British state and the 
British Empire emerged as the second [after Switzerland] 
and soon the dominant hub of the offshore economy…A 
City of London-centred economy emerged, closely linked 
to a satellite system of British dependencies. The British 
Empire economy combined tax avoidance and evasion with 
regulatory avoidance in a new synthesis known as OFCs 
[Offshore Financial Centres]. The powerful attraction of this 
London-centred offshore economy forced both the United 
States and Japan to develop their own limited version of 
OFCs, adopting a model originally designed in Singapore”. 
As Shaxson has noted, “It was Africa’s curse that its coun-
tries gained independence at precisely the same time as 
purpose-built offshore warehouses for loot properly started to 
emerge…The colonial powers left, but quietly left the mecha-
nisms for exploitation in place”. 

The main way in which tax havens drain the resources of 
the developing world is through their facilitation of illicit 
capital flight. Whilst this affects all countries, as Palan et al 
explain, “unlike illicit flows of money between developed 
countries, which tend to be multilateral (eg Swiss firms trans-
fer illicit money to the United States, and US firms transfer 
money to Switzerland)…flows [from developing countries] 
tend to be one-directional, from the developing to the devel-
oped, from the poor to the rich”, with an estimated “80-90% 
of all illicit money transfers from the developing countries” 
thought to be “permanent outward transfers”. The result is 
illicit flows of $1.25 trillion per year out of developing coun-
tries, according to a 2008 report by Global Financial Integrity, 
ten times the total aid sent to the developing world. Palan and 
his colleagues note that “these sums are much larger than all 
other deleterious effects of development, including the trans-
fers identified by traditional dependency theory”. 

According to Raymond Baker of Global Financial Integrity, 
fraudulent transfer pricing accounts for around two thirds 
of these illicit flows. This occurs when subsidiaries of mul-
tinational corporations either over-charge or under-charge 
another of their subsidiaries to avoid tax. An Exxon copper 
mine in Chile, for example, raised eyebrows in 2002 when 
it was sold for $1.8 billion, despite being freighted with $500 
million debt and having been, at least on paper, consistently 
loss-making for the previous 23 years. What emerged is that 
the entire profits of the mine had been swallowed up in inter-
est payments on a loan that had been taken out with Exxon’s 
Bermuda subsidiary. Thus the Bermuda subsidiary was 
making all the profit—tax free—whilst the mine itself was 
officially loss making, and did not pay a penny of tax to the 
Chilean government for the entirety of its existence. With 
one exception, this practice was being used by every single 
mining enterprise in the country. Given that 60% of all global 
trade is composed of such ‘intra-firm’ trade, and such de-
liberate mispricing appears to be the industry standard, this 
constitutes a massive drain of wealth: research by Christian 
Aid suggests that developing countries lose $160 billion per 
year to such practices. If these revenues were collected as tax 
and spent on healthcare in the same proportions as they have 
been since 2000, they note, this money would save the lives of 
1000 under-fives per day. These practices are facilitated pri-
marily by tax havens. 

The second largest form of illicit money flows from devel-
oping countries, constituting 30-35% of the total, is money 
from criminal enterprises. The secrecy provided by tax havens 
—which makes it nearly impossible to trace the owners of 
companies—along with the willful disinterest in how funds 
were acquired—makes tax havens a magnet for criminal 
funds seeking a ‘laundering’ service to clean dirty money. 

Finally, an estimated 3% of the illicit money flows comes 
from government officials involved in theft and bribery. 
Whilst small as an overall proportion, however, such flows 
have had major consequences, as much of the money was 
stolen from international loans, leaving the public on the 
hook for ever-growing, and ultimately unpayable, debts. A 
major study of 30 African countries by Boyce and Ndikumana 
in 2003 found that for every $1 lent to Africa between 1970 
and 1996, up to 80 cents flowed out of the country as capital 
flight within a year, often stashed away in the private bank 
accounts of corrupt leaders in tax havens. A further study 
of 33 African countries revealed that over $700 billion had 
fled the continent between 1970 and 2008, amounting to 
$944 billion including imputed interest. This dwarfs the total 
African foreign debt of $177bn, making Africa a net creditor 
to the rest of the world, by a huge margin (of $767billion). But 
whereas the wealth is held in private offshore bank accounts, 
the debt is owed by the population, with interest payments 
reaching $20 billion per year in 2006. Boyce and Ndikumana 
argue that such payments “represent the third and final act in 
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the tragedy of debt-fuelled capital flight. In the first two acts 
—foreign borrowing in the name of the public, and diversion 
of part or all of the money into private assets abroad – there 
is no net loss of capital from Africa. What comes in simply 
goes back out again. It is when African countries start to 
repay these debts that the resource drain begins”. The authors 
have calculated that, by diverting public funds away from 
healthcare and towards debt repayments, “debt fuelled capital 
flight resulted in an extra 77,000 infant deaths per year”, not 
to mention deaths amongst other age groups, and losses to 
every other part of the public sector. Tax havens, by provid-
ing the facilities by which stolen money could be hidden and 
stored, have played a major role in facilitating debt-fuelled 
capital flight. 

Not even the tax havens themselves appear to benefit. 
Despite the hundreds of billions passing through the Pacific 
tax havens each year, for example, they “remain among 
the poorest nations in the world” (Palan, Murphy and 
Chavagneux). And the Cayman islands - the world’s fifth 
largest financial centre, hosting 80,000 registered companies 
and holding $1.9 trillion in deposits, does not even provide 
subsistence to its population; the island’s budget for 2004-5 
had as an objective that all residents should achieve at least 
subsistence levels of income—an astonishing admission 
for what is, on paper, one of the world’s richest countries 
per capita, with a population smaller than a typical English 
village. 

So, through transfer mispricing, money laundering, debt-
fuelled capital flight and straightforward tax evasion, tax 
havens are facilitating the draining of over $1 trillion per year 
from developing countries. But once that money arrives in the 
tax havens, it doesn’t typically stay there. As Martyn Scriven, 
secretary of the Jersey Banker’s Association, explained to 
Nicholas Shaxson: “We gather deposits from wealthy folk all 
around the world, and the bulk of those deposits are sent to 
London. The banks consolidate their balances every day, and 
surplus funds won’t sit here – they either go to another bank 
or on and through to the City. If I have money to spare, I pass 
it to the father. Great dollops of money go into London from 
here”. Indeed, according to a recent UK Treasury report, “the 
UK has consistently been the net recipient of funds flowing 
through the banking system from the nine jurisdictions” 
covered in the report (six of the UK’s overseas territories 
plus its three crown dependencies, all of them tax havens). 
In particular, “The Crown Dependencies make a significant 
contribution to the liquidity of the UK market. Together, they 
provided net financing to UK banks of $332.5 billion in the 
second quarter of calendar year 2009, largely accounted for 
by the ’up-streaming’ to the UK head office of deposits col-
lected by UK banks in the Crown Dependencies.” The report 
explains that “‘Up-streaming’ allows deposits to be gathered 
by subsidiaries or branches in a number of different juris-
dictions and then concentrated in one centre, in this case 

the UK, where the bank has the necessary infrastructure to 
manage and invest these funds. This model is followed by 
many large banks around the world and is not confined to 
‘British’ jurisdictions”. 

In other words, the US and British banks use tax havens to 
gather wealth from all over the world using unregulated sub-
sidiaries in tax havens, and then channel that money to their 
parent companies in London and New York. The UK report 
concludes that “in aggregate, the UK was a net recipient of 
funds from the nine jurisdictions of $257 billion at end-June 
2009”, conforming to “the long-standing pattern that the UK 
has consistently been a net recipient of funds.” As Shaxson 
put it, the British-controlled tax havens “scattered across 
the world capture passing foreign business and channel it to 
London just as a spider’s web catches insects”. But this web 
also acts as “a money-laundering filter that lets the City get 
involved in dirty business whilst providing it with enough 
distance to maintain plausible deniability… By the time the 
money gets to London, often via intermediary jurisdictions, it 
has been washed clean”. 

And once it gets to London or New York, it is pretty safe— 
the US success rate in catching criminal money, for example, 
is estimated by Global Financial Integrity to be around 0.1%. 
No wonder that Baker calls this system, ‘the ugliest chapter 
in global economic affairs since slavery’. For Shaxson, “the 
offshore world is not a bunch of independent states exercising 
their sovereign rights to set their laws and tax systems as they 
see fit. It is a set of networks of influence controlled by the 
world’s major powers, notably Britain and the United States”; 
and even the UK Treasury admits “the UK’s responsibility 
for representing their [the Overseas Territories and Crown 
Dependencies] interests in international fora”. 

Just as under formal colonialism, of course—and as 
Western media loves to point out—there are certainly also 
beneficiaries of tax havens in the global South. The ruling 
elites who have plundered their own countries and stashed 
the money abroad, from Mobutu in the Congo, to Marcos 
in the Philippines, Abacha in Nigeria and countless others, 
have become some of the world’s wealthiest people thanks to 
the ‘no-questions’ storage and laundering services provided 
by tax havens. Neocolonialism, as colonialism before it, has 
always relied on its indigenous collaborators. 

Likewise, there are also big losers from the tax haven 
system in the global North. Richard Murphy has estimated 
that £25 billion per year in tax revenues are lost to tax havens 
from the UK alone, and Shaxson notes that one third of 
Britain’s largest companies pay no tax at all. Furthermore, all 
countries, including the richest, have been forced to compete 
with tax havens by emulating some of their deregulated and 
low tax features in order to avoid capital flight offshore, with 
the result that, in Shaxson’s words, “in the large economies tax 
burdens are being shifted away from mobile capital and cor-
porations and onto the shoulders of ordinary folk”. He adds 
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that “overall, taxes have not generally declined [in the US]. 
What has happened instead is that the rich have been paying 
less, and everyone else has had to take up the slack”. 

Nevertheless, what is beyond doubt is that the damage 
inflicted on developing countries by tax havens, in terms of 
world historic levels of capital flight, and measured in the 
deaths of literally hundreds of thousands of men, women 
and children is simply incomparable with the side effects 
suffered by the developed world. Equally incontrovertible is 
that it is the predominantly Western banks and multinational 
corporations that are the biggest winners from the explo-
sion of offshore, as demonstrated by the net flows into US 
and UK-based institutions—institutions, that is, on which 
a massive and increasing proportion of Western citizens 
depend for their pensions. 

This short essay has, by its nature, many omissions, barely 
scratching the surface of the mechanisms used by tax havens 
to drain the resources of the developing world. Neglected, for 
example, were the issue of double (non)-taxation; the role of 
offshore in creating financial crises in which developing coun-
tries suffer disproportionately (and following which Western 
corporations buy up bankrupted companies at far below their 
real value); and the crucial role of under-development itself 
in boosting Western profits, firstly by keeping third world 
wages low, and secondly by maintaining the West’s monopoly 
of hi-tech industry. Nevertheless, it has shown that whilst all 
countries are impacted by the tax losses, capital flight and 
illicit transfers facilitated by tax havens, it is the developing 
world which suffers the most inhuman consequences by a 
large margin; and at the same time, the net flows into London 
from its string of tax havens dwarf overall UK tax losses by 
a factor of around ten. Whilst I have not seen comparative 
figures for New York, I have no reason to disbelieve the UK 
Treasury’s claim that a similar pattern is at work. What is 
clear is that the US and UK, the world’s foremost neocolo-
nial powers, are net (and huge) beneficiaries of the offshore 
system, relying on a string of ‘offshore’ territories over which 
they have effective control (places such as Panama in the case 
of the US) to provide ‘arms length’ banking services it would 
be politically difficult to provide at home. Nkrumah claims 
that “Neo-colonialism is…the worst form of imperialism. 
For those who practice it, it means power without respon-
sibility and for those who suffer from it, it means exploita-
tion without redress”. It would be hard to find a more precise 
example of this than in today’s empire of tax havens. cp

Dan Glazebrook is a political journalist and author of Divide and 
Ruin: The West’s Imperial Strategy in an Age of Crisis.

 

Inside the Secret Service 
An Unspectacular 

History
By David Macaray

Not that any of us were what you would call “law & order 
fiends,” but when we were kids, we all wanted to be US Secret 
Service agents. We fantasized about it, besotted by the pros-
pect of wearing funereal business suits and mirrored sun-
glasses, being issued shiny handguns and cool walkie-talkies, 
and hanging out with and protecting the President of United 
States and his family. 

While I don’t recall anyone in my admittedly limited and 
stunted crowd expressing a desire to become any other type of 
law enforcement officer—cop or sheriff or even FBI agent—
to our impressionable minds, the Secret Service represented 
a whole other mindset. It had nothing whatever to do with 
“cops.” Even the name itself, “Secret Service”—reeking of in-
trigue and mystery—resonated with us.

But alas, the US Secret Service (USSS) that exists today—
the government bureaucracy that exists apart from our child-
hood fantasies—not only resembles “regular police” in ways 
that most of us would consider disappointing or troubling, it 
has a fairly spotty and unspectacular history. 

The USSS goes back quite a ways, further than one might 
suppose. Created just after the conclusion of the Civil War, 
the Secret Service predates the vaunted Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (founded in 1908, and originally called the 
BOI—Bureau of Investigation) by more than 40 years. 

The USSS was established in July, 1865, as a branch of 
the U.S. Department of the Treasury. Initially, it was tasked 
almost exclusively with stopping the staggering proliferation 
of counterfeit currency. While it was impossible to quantify, 
it has been estimated that upwards of one-third of all the cur-
rency in circulation following the Civil War was counterfeit.

Indeed, it wasn’t until 1902, a year after the assassination of 
President William McKinley, that the US Congress finally got 
around to officially assigning the agency the additional duty 
(the one with which it is most associated today) of protecting 
the U.S. President and other national leaders. 

Given that Abraham Lincoln was assassinated in April of 
1865, approximately four months before the Secret Service was 
created, and that James Garfield was murdered in September 
of 1881, it seems odd that “presidential protection” duties 
weren’t made a mandatory part of their job until President 
McKinley was killed, some 21 years following Garfield’s death.

In 2003, the USSS was officially moved from the 
Department of the Treasury and placed under the auspices 
of the US Department of Homeland Security. From its incep-
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tion, the Director of the Secret Service was and still is ap-
pointed by the President. The first USSS Director was William 
P. Wood, a veteran of the Mexican-American War, appointed 
by President Andrew Johnson. 

The current Director is Joseph Clancy, a former West Point 
cadet who transferred from the military academy and ulti-
mately graduated from Villanova University. The USSS is a 
civil service job. While the average salary for a “special agent” 

ranges roughly between $50,000 and $105,000, it can reach 
in excess of $125,000, which is comparable to that of a top-
echelon NYPD detective. 

As of 2014 the USSS had approximately 6,800 employees, 
with 136 field offices. Its annual budget is reported to be 
slightly less than $2 billion. Since the early 2000s, the focus 
of the USSS has been expanded significantly, and now under-
standably includes combatting identity theft and computer 
mischief. 

In regard to the specific “protection” that the USSS pro-
vides, the rules and personnel are clearly delineated. It’s a 
stunningly comprehensive list. The following is taken straight 
from the “US Code, Title 18, Section 3056: Powers, authori-
ties, and duties of United States Secret Service.” 

The Secret Service is authorized by law to protect:
The President, the Vice President (or other officer next in 

the order of succession to the Office of President, should the 
Vice Presidency be vacant), the President-elect, and the Vice 
President-elect

The immediate families of the above individuals
Former Presidents and their spouses for their lifetimes 

except when the spouse divorces or remarries. From 1997 
until 2013, legislation became effective limiting Secret Service 
protection to former Presidents and their spouses to a period 
of 10 years from the date the former President leaves office. 
[Note: President Barack Obama signed legislation reversing 
this limit and reinstating lifetime protection on January 10, 

2013.]
The widow or widower of a former President who dies in 

office or dies within a year of leaving office for a period of one 
year after the President’s death (the Secretary of Homeland 
Security can extend the protection time)

Children of former Presidents until age 16 or 10 years after 
the presidency

Former Vice Presidents, their spouses, and their children 
under 16 years of age, for up to 6 months from the date 
the former Vice President leaves office (the Secretary of 
Homeland Security can extend the protection time)

Visiting heads of states or governments and their spouses 
traveling with them

Other distinguished foreign visitors to the United States 
and official representatives of the United States performing 
special missions abroad, as directed by the President

Major presidential and vice presidential candidates
The spouses of major presidential and vice presidential 

candidates (within 120 days of a general presidential election)

Still from In the Line of Fire (Castle Rock).
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Other individuals as designated per executive order of the 
President

National Special Security Events, when designated as such 
by the Secretary of Homeland Security.

While this seems, at first blush, to be a inordinately large 
number of people who need to be guarded, once we consider 
how many guns there are loose upon the land, and how many 
determined “amateur assassins” may be lurking in the weeds 
awaiting their chance to murder someone, it seems almost 
reasonable. 

Indeed, if say, Britain’s Poet Laureate or a Saudi oil sheik 
were not given USSS protection during a visit to the US 
(if they were bluntly informed that it was “every man for 
himself ”), it’s not hard to imagine several people (all white 
males) being tempted to kill them. Arguably, the Saudi sheik 
would likely be accompanied by his own cadre of armed 
guards, but the British poet could have a problem. 

On the other hand, the part of Section 3056 that reads, 
“Other individuals as designated per executive order of the 
President,” would seem to open the door to misuse and self-
indulgence. For example, it was reported that when First 
Lady Michelle Obama’s brother and his former basketball 
buddies (he played on the Princeton varsity team) first visited 
Washington, they were given USSS protection. Thank you, 
taxpayers. 

Interestingly, any of the individuals noted in Section 3056 
may decline Secret Service protection, “with the exception 
of the President, the Vice President (or other officer next 
in the order of succession to the Office of President), the 
President-elect, and the Vice President–elect.” According to 
published figures, the USSS investigates, literally, thousands 
of incidents a year of individuals threatening to kill the 
President.

In some ways—specifically in regard to their shameless 
self-aggrandizement—the US Secret Service is similar to the 
CIA. Not that the USSS is part of the so-called “intelligence 
community,” because it isn’t, but rather because most of what 
the public knows about it has been gathered from what we’ve 
seen on television or at the movies. And like the CIA, the fic-
tional portrayal of the USSS has been wildly exaggerated and 
glamorized.

During the 1990s, there was a succession of Secret 
Service-themed movies, many featuring big-name actors: 
“The Bodyguard” (1992), starring Kevin Costner and 
Whitney Houston (Costner is a former special agent); 
“In the Line of Fire” (1993), with Clint Eastwood and John 
Malkovich; “Guarding Tess” (1994), with Shirley MacLaine 
and Nicholas Cage; “Hackers” (1995), “First Kid” (1996), and 
“Murder at 1600” (1997). 

In 2013, two Secret Service movies were released the same 
year: “Olympus Has Fallen” and “White House Down.” One 
of the better early films was, “To Live and Die in LA” (1985), 
starring William Peterson (as an heroic USSS agent) and 
Willem DeFoe (as a treacherous counterfeiter). Of course, it 

goes without saying that these cinematic efforts are no more 
accurate in depicting the USSS than TV’s “Gunsmoke” was in 
depicting the Old West. 

As unfair as it is to “cherry-pick” the record of the men and 
women of the USSS—the majority of whom serve with dedi-
cation—it has to be admitted that the number of debacles 
has been astonishing. Hollywood movies aside, the USSS is 
nowhere near as “elite” as it’s made out to be, specifically in 
regard to the Secret Service Presidential Protective Division 
(SSPPD). Here are some of their more memorable lapses.

In its audacity and sheer mind-fucking implausibility, the 
one that stands out is the March 30, 1981, attempted assassina-
tion of President Ronald Reagan. Just consider the elements 
that produced this extraordinary event. First, because Reagan 
is practically brand new in his job (the shooting occurred 
on his 69th day in office), the USSS was understandably de-
termined to make a good first impression. They wanted this 
early security detail to go off without a hitch. 

Second, it happened in broad daylight on a street in 
Washington DC, in front of the Washington Hilton Hotel 
(not in some shadowy, unfamiliar, out of the way location), 
with Reagan surrounded by USSS agents and DC cops, being 
escorted into his awaiting limousine—a scenario that, one 
can assume, had been rehearsed and played out countless 
times before. 

And third, the shooter was insane. He was 25-year old 
John Hinckley, Jr., not only a rank “amateur” (unlike those 
sinister assassins portrayed in espionage movies), but a 
recently released patient from a mental institution. So basi-
cally, what you had was a former mental agent penetrating 
what is reputed to be the “best security” in the world. Young 
Hinckley simply walked up to President Reagan and got off 
six shots with a gun he had bought at a pawn shop.  

Let’s be clear what we’re speaking of here. We’re talking 
about inefficiency and incompetence and complacency, along 
with an inflated public relations mystique that has gotten way 
out of hand. We’re talking about an organization that has 
been woefully over-glorified. But we are not talking about a 
lack of bravery or loyalty. 

In addition to Press Secretary James Brady being paralyzed 
by one of Hinckley’s stray bullets, Washington DC police 
offer Thomas Delahanty was shot in the neck as he tried to 
shield the president, and USSS agent Tim McCarthy was shot 
in the abdomen as he muscled the president into the limo. 
Reagan himself was hit in the chest, suffered a collapsed lung, 
and was lucky the bullet didn’t hit him in the heart. 

When the USSS speaks about its agents “being willing to 
take a bullet for the president,” they are not exaggerating or 
blowing smoke. Granted, while the men and women of the 
USSS are not nearly as “elite” as we like to pretend, they are 
nonetheless prepared to do anything in their power to save 
the life of the president, including trading their life for his.

Back to John Hinckley for a moment. Let us consider 
what would have happened had young Hinckley somehow 
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escaped—if, in all the confusion and chaos, he had disap-
peared into the crowd and run away. Given how easily 
aroused our conspiracy hounds are—and how difficult, once 
unleashed, it is to subdue them—they would have gone on a 
veritable feeding frenzy of conjecture. 

In the aftermath of the Reagan shooting, if anyone had 
dared offer the preposterous theory that it was some dis-
turbed young man—some demented guy who’d just been 
released from a mental institution and wanted to impress 
actress Jodie Foster—who had done the deed, he would have 
been laughed out of the room. 

In truth, there would have been a dozen other scenarios 
to sift through before anyone would seriously consider the 
shooting being the act of a “nobody,” the act of some ran-
domly insane man. And we’re not bandying about the adjec-
tive “insane” carelessly or pejoratively. The record will show 
that a D.C. jury subsequently found Hinckley not guilty by 
reason of insanity. 

The list of possible perps would have included the 
Cubans, the Soviets, the Teamsters, the Bush family (because 
Vice-President George H.W. Bush would become prez if 
Reagan died), and the Manson family (because one of them—
Squeaky Fromme—had already attempted to kill President 
Ford). There would be no shortage of suspects. Virtually no 
one would be above suspicion. That is, no one except the guy 
who actually did it.

As for the earlier attempt on President Ford’s life, that has 
to be counted as yet another monumental lapse by the Secret 
Service. Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme, a follower of the noto-
rious Charles Manson, attempted to shoot Gerald Ford on 
September 5, 1975. This wasn’t some disgruntled Girl Scout 
troop leader; this was an armed and dangerous member of 
the dreaded Manson cult. 

Ford was incredibly fortunate. Squeaky Fromme walked 
up to him at the California State Capitol building, and, at 
practically point-blank range (she was 2-feet away), tried to 
shoot him with a Colt M1911 .45 caliber pistol. By sheer luck, 
the gun failed to fire. According to Fromme’s own statement, 
she wanted to kill the president in order to draw attention to 
“environmental pollution.” Not to quibble, but where the hell 
were Ford’s guards? 

Another USSS debacle which, upon closer inspection, 
seems utterly farfetched—so farfetched, in fact, that any self-
respecting screenwriter would dismiss it out of hand as “too 
nutty”—was one that occurred more than 40 years after the 
Reagan shooting, and involved President Obama. It occurred 
on December 11, 2013, in South Africa, as Obama was attend-
ing Nelson Mandela’s funeral.

While President Obama was on stage, eloquently eulogiz-
ing the heroic life of Mandela, there was a gentleman stand-
ing next to him, barely three feet away. It was Thamsanqa 
Jantije, a South African sign language interpreter whose job 
it was to present Obama’s remarks to the hearing-impaired. 

Giving consideration to the hearing-impaired was a thought-
ful move, one that deserved credit for having been thought of 
in advance. 

The only problem was that Mr. Jantije wasn’t a sign lan-
guage expert. He was an imposter who had somehow 
managed to slip by security. Not only was his sign language 
inaccurate, witnesses went so far as to describe it as “gib-
berish.” It turned out that Mr. Jantije, not unlike young John 
Hinckley, was suffering from acute mental illness. He had 
been diagnosed as schizophrenic and was currently undergo-
ing treatment.

But schizophrenic or not, Mr. Jantije remained at the presi-
dent’s side for the entire speech, solemnly making meaning-
less gestures with his hands. One needs only consider the 
tragic consequences had this man been a trained assassin 
rather than a recovering, attention-seeking mental patient. 

Naturally, once the shit hit the fan and Jantije was identi-
fied as a fake, the Secret Service shifted smoothly into “spin” 
mode. They tried blaming the South Africans for the egre-
gious security breach, as if it were standard protocol for the 
USSS to take as gospel a foreign government’s verbal assur-
ance that everything was copasetic, and that the US president 
had nothing to fear. 

While there have been many lapses, not all of which have 
been reported, there have also been moments of unques-
tioned heroism. In 1950, President Truman, residing at Blair 
House while the White House was being renovated, was ac-
costed by two heavily armed Puerto Rican nationalists intent 
on killing him. 

USSS agents intercepted the men before they could reach 
Truman, and the would-be assassins opened fire, killing 
Leslie Coffelt, one of the agents. In the ensuing gunfight, one 
of the assailants was shot dead, and the other wounded and 
captured. To this day, Coffelt remains the only Secret Service 
agent to be killed while protecting a US president from 
assassination. 

And of course, there was the Kennedy assassination. 
Despite several security lapses (including agreeing to 
remove the limousine’s bubble top, and supplying the “Dallas 
Morning News” with a detailed map of the motorcade’s 
route), the USSS sprang into action once Kennedy was hit. 
We’ve all seen the video of agent Rufus Youngblood, riding in 
Vice-President Johnson’s car, throw himself over LBJ’s body, 
to shield him. 

But let us concentrate on incidents that occurred most re-
cently, during the Obama administration. While, thankfully, 
these episodes didn’t involve anything as horrific as assassina-
tion attempts, they do paint a distressing picture of an agency 
that, despite its vaunted reputation, seems astonishingly 
careless. An agency that has gotten carried away with its own 
mythology.

Take the embarrassing incident that occurred on 
November 28, 2009, during a White House state dinner in 
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honor of Manmohan Singh, the Prime Minister of India. 
The event was Obama’s first state dinner. Michaele and Taraq 
Salahi, an overly ambitious and self-important reality TV 
couple, had decided that, despite not having been invited to 
the affair, it would be fun to meet President Obama.

So they boldly crashed the party. While TMZ and the tab-
loids made light of it, the Secret Service brass wasn’t amused. 
In order to personally meet President Obama (which the 
couple managed to do), they had to slip through not one but 
TWO security check points, which meant that the USSS’s 
time-honored security precautions had been circumvented. 
Oops. 

Although the Salahis were little more than attention-
grabbing buffoons, a breach is a breach, no matter who it 
involves. Thus, it raised the question: What if it hadn’t been 
tricksters who crashed the party? What if it had been a clever, 
well-trained assassin armed with a razor-sharp acrylic tool 
(not caught by the metal detector) with which to tear out the 
throat of the president? The Salahi intrusion caused the USSS 
to re-examine its entire protocol. After all, if you can’t even 
secure a friendly dinner party, what the hell use are you? 

And then there was the April 13, 2012, prostitution scandal 
that preceded the “Summit of the Americas” conference in 
Cartagena, Colombia. This little fiasco really put the zap on 
the USSS’s head, causing the agency to look like a bunch of 
dumb-ass fraternity boys from a second-echelon college. 

Basically, what happened was that a dozen agents were 
implicated in drunkenly soliciting Colombian prostitutes. 
Not only that, but after having sex with them, some of these 
agents apparently tried to cheat the women out of their 
agreed upon fees. As low-class as it is to go whoring in a 
foreign city while on the job, it’s beyond low-class to try and 
swindle a working girl out of her money. 

Following this embarrassing scandal, Julia Pierson (a 
former employee of Walt Disney World and University of 
Central Florida graduate), was appointed, in 2013, as the 
first woman USSS Director in history. What better way for 
President Obama to erase the stain of a messy prostitution 
scandal created by a bunch of inebriated, testosterone-driven 
macho clowns than to appoint a female to head the agency? 

Unfortunately, Ms. Pierson lasted barely longer than a year 
before she herself was forced to resign as a result of a DOJ 
(drunk on the job) incident and a highly embarrassing intru-
sion episode, one that the Service couldn’t sweep under the 
rug. Pierson never really got a proper chance to prove herself. 

On September 29, 2014, a disgruntled Iraq War veteran 
named Omar Gonzalez, armed with a small knife, a hatchet 
and a machete, jumped the fence and entered the White 
House through an “unlocked door.” Oops. Because this out-
rageous breach of security couldn’t be ignored, and because 
it occurred on the rookie Pierson’s watch, she was summarily 
jettisoned. Oh well, there’s always Disney World.

Despite no damage being done, the Gonzalez “intrusion” 

was startling. After scaling the fence (Aren’t the fences elec-
tronically monitored?), Gonzales, age 42, made it all the way 
to the East Room of the White House. After overpowering 
one USSS agent, he was wrestled to the ground by another 
agent just as he reached the Green Room. Considering the 
thousands of death threats the president receives each year, 
a breach of this magnitude couldn’t be played down. It was a 
huge deal.

As for the aforementioned “drunk on the job” incident, it 
had to have contributed to Pierson’s downfall. Obviously, the 
acting Director could have been anyone at that point—man 
or woman—but as bad luck would have it, it was Pierson. 

What happened was that three USSS agents apparently 
got shit-faced drunk in Amsterdam one day before President 
Obama was scheduled to arrive for a summit. When hotel 
staff found one of the special agents passed out in a corridor, 
they alerted the US Embassy, and the agents were subse-
quently relieved of duty. Not the way Clint Eastwood would 
have behaved.

There have been other incidents as well, involving drinking 
on the job, sending inappropriate texts to women, vandaliz-
ing hotel rooms, getting into car accidents while under the 
influence of alcohol, showing favoritism, etc. Low-class stuff. 
Again, with nearly 6,800 employees, you’re bound to find 
some bad apples among them, so drawing negative conclu-
sions about the USSS based on a few isolated cases isn’t fair.

Still, what you see in the USSS is what you see in too many 
other cops—namely, an unwillingness on the part of the of-
ficers to hold each other to the high standards required by 
the job. They think this “oath of silence” reflects loyalty and 
camaraderie, but in truth it reflects gutlessness and moral 
ambiguity. 

Consider the “honor system” adhered to at West Point 
military academy. It not only requires cadets not to cheat 
on examinations, it requires them to report any cadet who 
does so. It’s not viewed as snitching, and it’s not viewed as 
whistleblowing. It’s simply seen as being unashamed to live 
according to a code of ethics. 

By contrast, USSS special agents want it both ways; they 
want to be respected, even admired by the public, but don’t 
want anything to do with cleaning their own house. That’s 
because they lack an honor code. To them, the USSS is a job, 
a civil service job. Which is why the Secret Service will never 
be remotely close to the way it’s portrayed in those movies. 
Sorry, Clint. cp

David Macaray is a playwright and author. His latest book is 
“Night Shift: 270 Factory Stories.” 
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Imperial Coverage 
The New York Times 

“Reports” Mexico
By Andrew Smolski 

Human rights are universal. Governments and corpora-
tions that violate them should be pilloried by the media. 
However, in the US, gross violations committed by the gov-
ernment and its foreign allies are rarely rebuked by corporate 
media. Instead, discussion of human rights follows the inter-
ests of industry and government officials who seek to sway 
mass opinion for their benefit. 

In America that means authorities seek to promote pro-
paganda that supports capitalism, demonizes socialism, 
supports imperial aggression, demonizes resistance, and re-
inforces ideas of American hegemony. Corporate media sets 
the agenda and filters out any opinion that might deviate too 
much from narratives supporting the powerful. This leads to 
human rights for those we support; for those we oppose, their 
human rights be damned. 

We can see this clearly in the pages of the Grey Hag, the 
New York Times (NYT). At the “paper of record” where they 
have “All the News That’s Fit to Print”, coverage of human 
rights abuses is based on imperatives of empire and capital-
ism. In Hermann and Chomsky’s magisterial Manufacturing 
Consent, they show how closely the corporate media follows 
the propaganda dictates of the US government and concen-
trated wealth. 

For example, they compared coverage of 100 religious 
martyrs murdered by US-backed death squads in Central 
America to the murder of a Polish priest in Czechoslovakia. 
In an interview, Chomsky explained that “there was more 
coverage of the polish priest than the 100 religious martyrs, 
whose deaths we were responsible for.” The 100 religious 
martyrs were not “Fit to Print”, they weren’t news, they 
were unworthy of the lofty, idealistic standards of objective 
journalism. 

NYT is part of what Chomsky called the “general intellec-
tual culture...[and] overwhelmingly this group is supportive 
of power.” Because of this sycophantic character, the general 
intellectual culture only draws into its ranks those editors and 
journalists that best represent empire and capital. Alexander 
Cockburn perceptively noted, “the chances of an eccentric 
editor reaching the upper branches of the tree are zero, and 
near zero for reporters.” Alex wrote his observation more 
than 10 years ago; Hermann and Chomsky were making 
theirs more than 40 years ago; and undoubtedly, the powerful 
have always been represented by a propaganda system, ever 
since authority was able to maintain and expand its rule. 

Thus, we should not be shocked to discover that cor-

porate media continues to support, unequivocally, the US 
government’s foreign policy and liberal capitalist ideology. 
Contemporary examples abound. For instance, look at NYT’s 
coverage of the kidnapping and murder of Ayotzinapa stu-
dents in Mexico. 

Let’s begin with some background. Recognize that we 
have an official ally, Mexico, that has been implementing 
US-backed economic policy beneficial to transnational cor-
porations. This has led to economic integration, especially 
through the North American Free Trade Agreement, which 
gave freer movement to capital and commodities. Mexico has 
a contemporary history of debt owed to US-based financial 
firms leading to the imposition of privatizations and struc-
tural adjustments. Further, the US gives Mexico between 100 
to 300 million USD (approx.) in arms, training, and resourc-
es, while authorizing a further 700 million USD to 1.2 billion 
USD in arms sales, yearly. Overall, the current institutional 
framework produces strong transnational bonds between the 
capitalist class, as well as the political and military bureaucra-
cies, on both sides of the border. 

Within this context, when the NYT sets the agenda around 
the Ayotzinapa case, they do not make it about the Mexican 
government’s ideology or label it an authoritarian state. 
Instead, they develop a narrative of crime and corruption 
that omits how structural adjustment programs, like privatiz-
ing 85% of the public sector, negatively impact communities 
and create a reserve pool of lumpen labor. 

Actually, throughout 45 articles on/about the Ayotzinapa 
case from Sept. 26th, 2014 to Jan. 30th, 2016, Enrique Peña 
Nieto’s neoliberal economic policies are considered “improve-
ments” (10/23/2014), “key reforms to reanimate the economy 
and further the development of Mexico” (12/11/2014), and 
other glowing variations on the same theme. It is noted, once, 
that “the students in Iguala had themselves protested against 
Mr. Peña Nieto’s reforms”. (10/10/2014) No reason is given 
why students would protest the reforms, other than the stu-
dents being “leftists” or against “teacher evaluations”. 

No criticism of the economic reforms is ever presented, 
reforms which in the words of journalist Dawn Paley, “are 
gutting local economies”. These enclosures are never dis-
cussed as a possible cause of the violence, which would mean 
taking seriously Dawn Paley’s observation that “the milita-
rization carried out under the pretext of the drug war… is 
about opening new spaces for capital, creating new guaran-
tees for capitalist expansion, foreign direct investment, and 
so on.” 

The closest we get to this critical discussion about how 
economics drives violence is when Ioan Grillo reports that 
Rob McEwen, chief executive of McEwen Mining, stated that 
“Generally, we have a good relationship with [the cartels] 
… If you want to go explore somewhere, you ask them, and 
they tell you, ‘no’, but then they say ‘come back in a couple of 
weeks, when we’ve finished what we are doing.” (01/17/2016) 
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Grillo is the most critical reporter writing for NYT, repre-
senting the outer limit of acceptable elite opinion. In Grillo’s 
work, readers learn that the Mexican marines are “an elite 
American-trained force” and that the “United States…pro-
vides the Mexican government with about $300 million a 
year in drug-war aid.” (01/17/2016). 

But, while Grillo brings up such crucial information, 
there is no mention of the Merida Initiative, and definitely 
no criticism of the morality of US-backed militarization. The 
US-backed ‘cartel decapitation’ strategy is criticized for being 
tactically wrong, but the drug war logic behind it and US 
“benevolence” are left unscathed. As such, Grillo’s reporting 
is still within what Chomsky called “a patriotic framework 
which was never questioned, which is that we are trying to 
do the right thing, but we are failing, we are making mistakes, 
if we could achieve the goals effectively that would be fine.” 

With the key bilateral security policy omitted, the patri-
otic framework allows for US intervention to appear as if a 
savior in lawless Mexico fighting crime and corruption. The 
US is presented as aiding Mexico in “respect [for] the rule of 
law” (11/12/2014), ignoring that since aid began pouring in, 
drug flows and violence have increased. This narrative then 

reinforces the Merida Initiative’s stated policy objectives and 
treats US beneficence uncritically. 

Since this is the case, NYT coverage effectively sup-
ports the Merida Initiatives focus on “Disrupting Capacity 
of Organized Crime to Operate” and “Institutionalizing 
Capacity to Sustain Rule of Law.” These “pillars” are code for 
militarization and economic liberalization, both implemented 
autocratically by an increasingly authoritarian political class 
for the benefit of transnational capitalists and corporations. 
This follows what Paley was saying, militarization protects the 
elites who are using corrupt networks to profit off of liber-
alization. As I noted in “Privatizing Mexico”, “when privati-
zation schemes go into effect they are handled as should be 
expected — corruptly.” 

Once again, the limit of criticism is apparent. For example, 
Peña Nieto’s own corruption, along with that of all major 
parties, is on occasion part of Mexico’s need to take on “cor-
ruption”. When this occurs, it is done without any calls for 
resignations or for a change in administration, such as seen 
when reading stories about Maduro in Venezuela (11/16/2014). 

Instead, NYT coverage redirects criticism away from 
the Federal government to municipal and state politicians. 

“They took them alive, we want them back.” Photo: Sortica (CC BY-SA 4.0)
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Reporting downplays the real problems associated with high-
level corruption. This is because, as Paley states, “Mexico is 
an exemplary state in terms of economic management”, with 
the corruption and violence aiding transnational capital (see 
McEwen’s comment above). Calls for a corrupt government 
to end corruption are done with no irony, no one really cog-
nizant of the hypocrisy. 

If only NYT reporters went outside where many in 
Mexican civil society and media employ slogans like “Fue 
el Estado! [It was the State!]”. While these protests were oc-
curring, the NYT repeated the Mexican government’s much 
maligned official story of the Iguala massacre. 

The original official story in some variation is that mu-
nicipal police, in concert with local government officials, spe-
cifically the Mayor of Iguala, José Luis Abarca, and the drug 
cartel, Guerreros Unidos, attacked, disappeared, and burned 
the students The motivation behind the attack has alternated 
between things like mistaken identity or having angered 
the mayor’s wife. They were said to have been brought to 
the Municipal Police Station and then brought to a garbage 
dump in Cocula, outside of Iguala, where their bodies were 
burned. 

This was the primary narrative produced by the Federal 
government. It has numerous holes, such as there not being 
enough fuel in that area, confessions obtained through 
torture, the municipal judge refuting that students ever came 
in front of him, etc. 

By reporting within such parameters, criminality and cor-
ruption become “The mayor and the police chief of Iguala… 
the local gang, known as Guerreros Unidos.” Political elites 
are only at fault for not “putting in place measures to hold law 
enforcement authorities accountable.” The violence is only 
linked to criminality, excluding the role of political repres-
sion or economic interest. When larger, structural factors are 
brought in, it is done vaguely, such as “long afflicted by politi-
cal, social and criminal upheaval.” 

Elisabeth Malkin, Randal C. Archibold, and Paulina 
Villegas repeatedly produced articles over the first three 
months of the investigation that parroted these official state-
ments. Seeing as they were based in Mexico City, access to 
counter-narratives would’ve been easily accessible and from 
some of the most credible sources in Mexico, like investiga-
tive journalist for Proceso, Anabel Hernandez. 

Malkin finally noted on Feb. 13, 2015, that doubts have been 
raised about the official story by the Argentine forensic team. 
Up until then, the only mention of possible government 
maleficence in handling the investigation was that students’ 
families were saying “[the] Government lies” (12/08/2014). 
They were also reported as being “skeptical of the govern-
ment” (02/12/2015). 

These are egregious understatements about the level of 
criticism being levied by Mexican civil society. The official 
narrative involved so much obstruction of a legitimate inves-

tigation that Jesús Murillo Karam, the Attorney General at 
the time, was forced to resign under pressure from people in 
the streets. This went unreported by NYT. 

Recently, the Independent Group of Interdisciplinary 
Experts sent by the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights pulled out of Mexico due to government obstruc-
tion of the Ayotzinapa case. Their last report, presented on 
April 24th, 2016, stated that evidence pointed to Federal and 
municipal police involvement, military involvement, and po-
litical officials at different levels of government. This corrobo-
rated the independent and critical reporting that occurred 
in English and Spanish outlets that was ignored by NYT. It 
further bolstered civil society’s claim that the Mexican gov-
ernment has become a serial human rights abuser acting with 
impunity. 

For all these human rights abuses, cover-ups, and political 
repression from for our third largest trading partner, the case 
of the Ayotzinapa students received only a mention in one 
NYT Editorial Board opinion over the first year and half after 
the atrocity occurred. The illustrious ink was spent to call for 
law & order (i.e. the Merida Initiative without saying it). Not 
a peep about the political prisoners, and nary a sound about 
constitutional guarantees of the right to dissent. They repeat 
the official narrative on Ayotzinapa and the vapid, vacuous 
mantra of crime and corruption. In the end, a measly 472 
words were written by NYT’s lauded editorial board. 

This would come as no surprise to Chomsky, who con-
curred with the sentiment that “coverage aids countries 
which commit massive human rights abuses, while also 
demonizing countries that enact policies to reduce poverty, 
reduce hunger, increase literacy.” NYT’s poor coverage of 
Mexico continues, and will continue. As long as the media 
is concentrated in the hands of transnational capitalists who 
maintain strong links to high ranking government officials 
in the US and Mexico, all of whom are benefitting from 
current arrangements, we shouldn’t expect any change in the 
outcome. cp

Andrew Smolski is a writer and sociologist.. 
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Gary Tyler: 
 Wrong Place, Wrong Time - 

and Black
By Lawrence Reichard

On Monday, October 7, 1974, sixteen-year-old Gary 
Tyler was hithchiking in the quiet working-class town of 
Destrehan, twenty miles upstream from the heart of New 
Orleans. He was heading home, and had he made it home, 
his life might have turned out very differently.

But Gary didn’t make it home that day. He was spotted 
by Officer V.J. St. Pierre of the St. Charles Parish Police 
Department, and that’s when things began to go very badly 
for Gary Tyler. Forty-one years would pass before he would 
again set foot in a place he could call home. When St. Pierre 
forced Gary Tyler into his police car, Tyler had no idea he 
was about to become the victim of one of the greatest miscar-
riages of justice of the second half of the 20th century. Rubin 
“Hurricane” Carter. Leonard Peltier. Geronimo Pratt. Gary 
Tyler.

I’ve been following the Gary Tyler case since at least 1978. 
When I visited Gary in Louisiana’s infamous Angola prison 
in 2003, he was 28 years in. He was to do 13 more. Forty-one 
years. For a murder he didn’t commit.

When I saw Gary he was 44 and settling in to middle 
age. Gone was the young man whose prison photos of years 
before somehow showed calmness and militancy all at once, 
and in the photos he cut an image as compelling as any of 
Malcolm X, Fred Hampton or Patrice Lumumba.

In 1974 Tyler was a student at Destrehan High School, a 
school racked by court-ordered desegregation. Three days 
before Tyler’s encounter with St. Pierre there had been a 
black-white fight at the school’s Friday night football game, 
and there were more fights that Monday morning. With ten-
sions running high at Destrehan High School, Tyler was sent 
home early. Deserved or not, Gary had a reputation for being 
a troublemaker and the school wanted him out of the way.

 Tyler was unlike his classmates. In 1970, Tyler had gone 
to live with an older sister in Watts, and there he was exposed 
to a broader world than rural Louisiana. California was on 
fire with black nationalism. Black Panthers were serving free 
lunches to black schoolchildren, and Angela Davis was tried 
for providing a sawed-off shotgun to 17-year-old Jonathon 
Jackson, who stormed a Marin County courthouse and took 
hostages, including a white judge, in a bid to free his increas-
ingly famous Black Panther brother George Jackson from 
his imprisonment in California’s Soledad Prison. Jonathon 
Jackson’s spectacular gambit ended in a shootout that left 
dead him and his captive judge. Not long after, George 
Jackson’s life ended in similar spectacular fashion in a prison-

yard shootout with prison guards during an escape bid.
This was the world Gary Tyler was exposed to in his for-

mative years of 12 to 14, and it would play a telling role in his 
later life.

Officer V.J. St. Pierre may have had a taste of this when 
he picked up Tyler and put him in his car - they had had a 
run-in before. Tyler told St. Pierre he had been sent home 
from school, but St. Pierre didn’t believe him. St. Pierre 
frisked Tyler, put him in his police car and drove him back to 
Destrehan High School.

They drove right into the throes of a full-blown race riot. 
It was pandemonium. School had been canceled for the day 
and black students were scurrying to board buses to escape 
a white mob of hundreds that had descended on the school 
and was raining down upon the black students everything 
from rocks to bottles. In their haste to escape, black students 
were boarding any bus they could find.

Tyler hurriedly rounded up some of his cousins and they 
boarded bus 91, and as the bus started to pull away, a shot was 
fired and outside the bus, white 13-year-old Timothy Weber 
was shot and killed. 

Police ordered bus 91 to pull over and stop, and all students 
were ordered off the bus. In Angola prison in 2003 Tyler told 
me he was singled out by police because he came to the aid of 
his cousin Ike Randall, who was being hassled by a cop for a 
bullet necklace he had on. Such necklaces were not unusual 
back then, and Tyler came to Randall’s defense. “Why are you 
messing with him?” Tyler said. “I got one just like it.” 

 Tyler was ordered to back off and cross to the other side 
of a ditch. But another officer saw Tyler cross the ditch and 
mistook the action for an attempted escape. Tyler was cuffed, 
and put in a cop car for the second time that day. He was 
taken to the New Sarpy police substation, and that’s when 
things started to go seriously wrong in the young life of Gary 
Tyler.

Tyler’s mother Juanita came to the substation and later 
said she could hear her son crying out from the beating being 
administered to him in a back room. Officer St. Pierre was 
there, and Tyler told me St. Pierre grabbed him by the hair, 
called him nigger and beat him with a blackjack.

St. Pierre shouldn’t have been allowed anywhere near Gary 
Tyler that night - Timothy Weber was his cousin, and Tyler 
told me St. Pierre said, “I’m going to find out who killed my 
cousin.”

Tyler was beaten so badly that the next day when he was 
transported to his arraignment for first-degree murder, police 
covered his head with a jacket so the media wouldn’t see his 
bruises. 

In the words of Bob Dylan, Tyler’s trial was a pig circus - 
he never had a chance. In a state that was 30 percent black, 
Tyler’s jury was all-white. Tyler’s black, working-class family 
couldn’t afford a New Orleans lawyer with capital-case expe-
rience, so they hired local attorney Jack Williams, who had 
no capital experience. 
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By Williams’s own admission he visited his client only 
three or four times prior to trial. Despite a bus full of wit-
nesses, Williams spoke only with bus driver Ernest Cojoe. At 
a later habeas corpus hearing, Williams testified that he also 
spoke with friends of his that knew “some things about the 
case” and with a police officer at a football game.

Williams never asked for a change of venue, despite a St. 
Charles Parish atmosphere so highly charged that it attracted 
the likes of the then young and opportunistic KKK imperial 
wizard David Duke.  

Natalie Blanks, the prosecution’s star witness, was a jilted 
girlfriend of Tyler and had a well-established history of lies 
and grandiosity, but this never came out at trial. Four key 
prosecution witnesses, all of them students, later recanted 
their testimony in sworn affidavits, saying police threatened 
to charge them with accessory to murder if they didn’t testify 
against Tyler. 

The prosecution alleged that Tyler shot Weber with a 
.45-caliber gun and then hid the gun in a slit in a bus seat. But 
Tyler was wearing tight clothing that day, making it almost 
impossible for him to have had the gun when Officer V.J. St. 
Pierre frisked him just moments before the shooting. At least 
three officers searched bus 91, and at trial one officer said they 
found knives, bicycle chains and a .45-caliber shell casing. 
But no gun. Another .45-caliber slug was found outside the 
bus in the area of Timothy Weber’s fallen body.

It was only after removing Gary Tyler’s bus seat at the 
New Sarpy police substation and bringing the seat inside 
the substation that police say they found the gun they said 
was in a slit in the seat Tyler had occupied. But bus 91 driver 
Ernest Cojoe said there was no slit in Tyler’s seat. Cojoe, a 
Korea War veteran, also said the shot couldn’t have been fired 
from his bus. It was later revealed that the gun presented as 
evidence had gone missing from a firing range frequented by 
police, and after the trial the gun vanished altogether.

At the time of the shooting Tyler had on gloves, again not 
unusual in those days. Former Jefferson Parish Crime Lab di-
rector Herman Parrish testified that the gloves tested positive 
for gunpowder, but Parrish later lost his job for falsifying test 
results in another case, and his successor said Parrish used 
an incorrect test for determining the presence of gunpowder.

And then came the kicker. Tyler was tried for first-degree 
murder - anything less would have freed him at 21. To be con-
victed of first-degree murder in Louisiana one must act with 
specific intent, and Judge Ruche Marino told the jury it could 
presume intent. And Attorney Jack Williams made no objec-
tion to this violation of the presumption of innocence.    

On this “evidence” Tyler was convicted by an all-white jury 
and sentenced to death. In post-trial interviews, jurors cited 
Gary Tyler’s defiant courtroom testimony as a factor in their 
decision. At 16 years of age Tyler became the youngest person 
on death row in the country. But when the Supreme Court 
threw out Louisiana’s death penalty, Tyler was re-sentenced 

to 60 years to life. 
At first there were protests over Tyler’s case. The Neville 

Brothers, Gil Scott-Heron and UB40 wrote, recorded and 
performed songs about him. There was a defense committee. 
For a time Rubin “Hurricane” Carter picked up Tyler’s cause.

But after the protests died down, Tyler’s case was largely 
forgotten. Twice parole boards recommended Tyler’s release, 
and twice the same governors that appointed the boards re-
jected their findings. In 1991, Gov. Buddy Roemer was facing 
a re-election campaign against then Louisiana legislator 
David Duke, a KKK imperial wizard whose white suprema-
cist activities were grabbing national headlines. In a land and 
time of imperial wizards, governors don’t pardon blacks con-
victed of killing 13-year-old white boys.  

Gary Tyler fared no better in the courts. In 1980 a federal 
appeals court found that Tyler had been denied a presump-
tion of innocence. The court remanded the case to federal 
district court to determine why there had been no objection 
to Judge Merino’s erroneous jury charge. 

The rest of that story reads like a nightmare. In the bizarre, 
byzantine world inhabited by our justice system, the issue 
became not whether Gary Tyler had been denied a presump-
tion of innocence, but rather why his lawyer had failed to 
object to the unconstitutional jury instructions. Was the 
failure to object to the jury charge a deliberate strategy on the 
part of Tyler’s demonstrably incompetent lawyer? 

Jack Williams, Tyler’s original lawyer, told the district court 
he couldn’t remember why he didn’t object to the jury charge, 
and this somehow became grounds for the district court to 
deny a retrial even though a higher court had found Tyler’s 
original trial was “fundamentally unfair.” 

Tyler was to spend another 36 years in prison because 
the only lawyer his black, working-class family could afford 
couldn’t remember the single most important element of his 
first capital trial.

Things finally started to break Tyler’s way in 2012. The 
Supreme Court ruled that life without parole for juveniles 
was unconstitutional. It took the court another four years to 
make that ruling retroactive, and in March of this year the 
court certified Tyler’s case under the ruling and sent the case 
back to Louisiana for re-sentencing. At that point the state 
cut a deal. Tyler pleaded guilty to manslaughter and received 
21 years, the maximum for manslaughter in 1974. As he had 
already served almost twice that, he was released immedi-
ately. And so ended the abject nightmare of Gary Tyler - he 
was at long last a free man. 

A fund has been established to help Gary Tyler transition 
to life on the outside. Donations can be sent to: Attorney 
George Kendall; Squire Patton Boggs; 30 Rockefeller Plaza; 
New York, NY 10112. cp

Lawrence Reichard is a freelanCe wriTer in BelfasT, Maine.
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Second Time 

Around
 

By Lee Ballinger

 
Recently I took my old dirty Honda 

to the local self-service car wash. I 
washed it, rinsed it, and then pulled 
ahead to a parking space where I began 
to use paper towels to dry it.

“Paper towels!” I heard a voice hissing 
at me. “Paper fucking towels!”

I looked up and there was a young 
guy drying his car ten feet away. His 
face was red and his eyes were bugging 
out. “Paper fucking towels! Really?”

He stared at me like he wanted to 
kill me. I went back to work but I could 
feel his eyes burning a hole in my head. 
When I turned to look at him again, he 
had stopped drying his car and was just 
standing there, hands on hips, staring 
at me.

This made me pretty uncomfortable, 
both because I wished he would mind 
his own business and because I now 
had to mentally prepare for the pos-
sibility of physical combat with some 
fit-looking guy half my age. Finally, 
he walked over to me and proffered 
a cloth rag. “Use it!” he commanded. 

“You can keep it! No paper towels—you 
can’t recycle them!”

He was shocked when I declined 
his gift, but he eventually turned away 
muttering and I was able to finish 
drying my car in relative peace.

Maybe I should have accepted that 
rag in the spirit of resource conserva-
tion. But the rag was not, as my car 
wash antagonist seemed to believe, an 
innocent savior of the earth. It was 
made of cotton. Today, cotton-growing 
accounts for nearly a quarter of all ag-
ricultural insecticides used. The result 

is poisoned water, land, and people.   
Cotton is very thirsty, requiring over 
1,300 gallons of water per pound grown. 
If anything, I’m the one who should 
have been angry. “Cotton! Really?”

While recycling might slow the con-
sumption of limited resources, it is not 
simply a benign gift to Mother Earth. 
According to Statista.com, recycling 
will have revenues of $100 billion a year 
by 2020. Recycling is a huge business 
and it operates like one. For instance, 
one recycling plant in Washington 
state produces more toxic emissions 
than any other factory in the region. 
The next biggest three polluters in the 
area are also recycling plants. In Los 
Angeles, the Exide battery recycling 
plant has contaminated over 10,000 
homes in several communities.

Meanwhile, while we waste precious 
time pointing fingers at each other, 
corporations and governments are de-
stroying the earth and its inhabitants, 
dwarfing whatever efforts the people 
make.

Thousands of children in Flint, 
Michigan have been brain-damaged 
by poisoned water. There have been 
nearly ten thousand oil tanker spills 
worldwide. Fracking continues to 
cause earthquakes and health problems 
wherever it goes.

At least at the car wash, it’s still pos-
sible to have a semblance of a discus-
sion about the environment. Elsewhere, 
the space for dialogue is shrinking. 
For many years, corporations have 
filed SLAPP suits that have been used 
against groups which speak out against 
suburban developments that would 
harm the environment or against 
those who try to stop oil pipeline 
construction.

With the passage of Senate Bill 12 
into law in Wyoming in March, those 
stakes have been raised. This new 

statute makes it illegal to collect evi-
dence of environmental destruction on 
public land if that could lead to a gov-
ernment investigation. For example, 
say a rancher allows his herd to graze 
too near to public waterways on public 
land and the cattle cause an E. coli out-
break. Anyone who collects evidence of 
the danger and reports it to a govern-
ment agency would be subject to large 
fines and prison time.

If the pattern followed by ALEC 
(American Legislative Exchange 
Council) in getting other environmen-
tal gag laws passed in multiple states 
is any indication,   this law is likely to 
spread across the country.      

The guy who challenged me at the 
car wash? I actually kind of admire him. 
His expression of love for the environ-
ment is beautiful, even if expressed in 
an ugly and confused way. The same 
could be said for America’s army of 
recycling advocates. They are trying 
to save us all. They are not running a 
game on us. But they are the unwit-
ting puppets of those who are. They 
provide green cover for the enemies 
of the earth by framing the world into 
pro and anti recycling individuals. This 
diverts our attention from the deliber-
ate environmental destruction going on 
all around us.

Why do we blame ourselves (or each 
other) for the pending demise of our 
planet?  Born Under a Bad Sky author 
Jeffrey St. Clair told me that it “goes 
back to the passage of the Clean Air 
Act in 1990. That inaugurated the era 
of market-based environmentalism, 
bringing us pollution credits, trading 
schemes, and Enron-like companies 
preying on the newly deregulated 
energy/pollution market. The corpora-
tions got off the hook legally, got rich 
from their trading and, when pollution 
levels continued to soar, the consum-

http://statista.com/
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ers got stuck with the blame and the 
responsibility for reducing their own 
habits.”

Of course, we do need to fight over 
the environment, but let’s make sure the 
opponent is a real enemy. Thankfully, 
that often happens. For example, at 
about the same time as the car wash 
incident, down the road apiece off the 
10 freeway, protesters interrupted a San 
Bernadino town hall meeting organized 
to promote massive corporate develop-
ment. A group of about thirty people 
began chanting outside the meeting 
room. Then fifteen people in the audi-
ence put on white dust masks, stormed 
to the front and sprawled across the 
floor, staging a die-in,

 “They (the bodies on the floor) 
represented the 15 people who die 
each day from effects of air pollu-
tion in the greater Los Angeles basin,” 
organizer Jason Martinez said. He 
might have added that the air in 
Los Angeles is so toxic that, accord-
ing to the Environmental Protection 
Administration, a child born there will 
inhale more toxic pollutants in the first 
two weeks of its life than is safe for an 
entire lifetime.

This puts recycling into context. Of 
course recycling should be part of the 
very basis of our life on earth. But that 
can only happen after the industries 
and policies which threaten our lives 
are reigned in and disposed of like so 
many paper towels. cp

Lee Ballinger is Co-ediTor of RoCk 
and Rap ConfidenTial and auThor of 
Love and War: My FirsT ThirTy Years of 
WriTing.

Filming the 
Unwatchable 

The Cinema 
of Yorgos 

Lanthimos
By Kim Nicolini

When I first watched Greek director 
Yorgos Lanthimos’s Dogtooth in 2009, I 
felt like I had just emerged from an ex-
periment in which all known language 
had become obsolete. The Alps (2011) 
was another exercise in the absurd. 
Lanthimos’s first English language film 
The Lobster (2015) has been playing 
at my local art house for over three 
months, drawing large crowds. 

Though The Lobster is Lanthimos’s 
first film not shot in Greece and stars 
big name actors like Colin Farrell and 
Rachel Weisz, it is every bit as alienat-
ing as his previous films. Co-written 
with longtime collaborator Efthimis 
Filippou, the three films comprise a 
solid body of work that interrogates the 
rationality, or lack thereof, of systems 
and rules. Dogtooth focuses on a family 
living in a compound where nonsensi-
cal patriarchal control force-feeds chil-
dren language and absurd rules which 
lead to violence, sexual malformation, 
and no clear exit. Alps focuses on an 
equally claustrophobic and absurd pa-
triarchal system called The Alps which 
is controlled by a “coach” who runs an 
organization in which people perform 
as the recently deceased to help loved 
ones through the grieving process. The 
result is again a system of impossible 
rules which dismantle meaning and 
language, corrupt identity and sexuality, 
and lead to violence and a dead end. 

The English language and recogniz-
able faces in The Lobster may make it 
more accessible, but it is still a picture 
of social and political claustrophobia. 
Characters are forced by some unde-

fined totalitarian government which 
outlaws singles to find a partner with 
whom they share a common character-
istic or else be sentenced to become an 
animal of their choice set loose in the 
wild to be hunted down and killed.

Why is this film is so damn popular? 
It is unsettling, uncomfortable, and 
ends—as do Lanthimos’s previous films 

—in suffocating darkness that offers no 
resolution. Maybe the film’s popularity 
is a result of its simple take on reality. 
The Lobster (along with Dogtooth and 
Alps) is alienating, ludicrously absurd, 
and oftentimes sadistic, but isn’t that 
also how life is? Maybe by putting fa-
miliar faces to the tales Lanthimos told 
in his earlier films has made the mean-
ingless absurdity of systems and rules 
that attempt to define and limit human 
relationships more accessible and more 
digestible. 

Perhaps audiences understand 
that they live in obsolete controlling 
systems that impose unrealistic laws 
on the human population, and they 
can see themselves through the eyes of 
characters in The Lobster even when 
that vision could lead to literal blind-
ness. Certainly there is a long standing 
tradition of using the absurd to depict 
alienating circumstances of the real (e.g. 
Kafka and Gogol). Lanthimos takes the 
Absurd and places it in near-future dys-
topias defined by archaic systems. 

All three films are set within closed 
systems that are narrowly defined by 
terms which are irrational yet abso-
lutely controlling. Lanthimos uses 
a minimal palette. The films are as 
unadorned as the rules are stripped of 
logic. Though set in the future, obsolete 
technology represents communica-
tions. In Dogtooth, the mother hides 
an old dial telephone in a nightstand to 
communicate with the father. Corrupt 
media infiltrates the closed family’s 
system via a VHS tape of Rocky with 
which the father beats the daughter. In 
Alps, character actions are monitored 
literally on huge outdated computer 
monitors. In The Lobster, two lovers 
crippled by the system that keeps them 
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trapped share music through outdated 
portable CD players. All three films in-
corporate outmoded surveillance tech-
nology to monitor behaviors, control, 
and contain. While this “old fashioned” 
technology adds to the absurd atmo-
sphere of the films, it also points to the 
fact that surveillance is fundamentally 
archaic, all-pervasive, and ludicrous. 

Certainly there is dark humor in all 
three films. Perhaps that is why the 
unwatchable becomes watchable. The 
films seem hopeless and nihilistic as 
we are faced with suffocating, alienat-
ing and claustrophobic endings – a girl 
locked in a car trunk, a young nurse 
locked out of every system she is con-
nected to, a woman blinded by the 
system waiting in pitch black for her 
lover to return—yet they offer enough 
absurdity to allow audiences to laugh, 
even if the laughter is uncomfortable 

Léa Seydoux in The Lobster (Element Pictures)

laughter. 
We may be laughing, but the control-

ling sterile settings are always punctu-
ated by violence. Women get beaten 
and blinded by the systems that control 
them. Blood bursts into otherwise col-
orless scenes. 

Even though language is disrupted 
and often nonsensical and obsolete, 

these films speak a common language 
—the language of the trapped, the con-
trolled, and the everyday people im-
prisoned by systems which are, by and 
large, patriarchal and economic and 
which use arbitrary rules to categorize, 
contain, and control. 

Lanthimos’s films are unadorned 
exercises in minimalism which adds to 
their oppressive feeling. If Hollywood 
were to take on such subjects, it would 
do it with such bombastic excess that 
the sense of mundane realism would 
be lost. Lanthimos is operating in 
the absurd, but we feel his claustro-

phobic realism as we step outside 
where cameras are mounted on street 
corners watching our every move, or 
sit down at our desks where Google 
and Facebook filter through our lives 
to categorize and contain us. Perhaps 
as we scramble for footing in a world 
becoming more domineering yet more 
chaotic every minute, we have finally 

found a reflection of our reality in The 
Lobster. What animal will you choose 
to be when you are deemed obsolete? 
cp

Kim Nicolini is an arTisT, poeT and 
CulTural CriTiC living in TuCson, 
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