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Kerry On
Dear Mr. St. Clair,
Your profile of John Kerry 
was one of the best articles 
I have ever read.   Kinda 
blown away by it.

Regards, 
A Brito

Dispatches from Lamb
No words could ever ex-
press my deepest gratitude 
for Franklin Lamb’s contin-
ued reporting on the plight 
of the Palestinian people. In 
the self-centered and apa-
thetic world  of journalism 
he stands as a beacon for 
justice and accurate report-
ing. For a while now I have 
read every single one of his 
reports, and I latch on to 
every word as I do in view-
ing Picasso’s “Guernica.”  
I remember so well, and 
with much horror, the days 
when, as a child, my siblings 
and I stood in long lines 
while being herded by the 
Jordanian and Lebanese 
soldiers. Shame on ALL the 
Arabs. They’ve sold their 
souls.

Sincerely and Salaam, 
Raouf J. Halaby

The Perks!
The additional perks CP 
now provides are terrific. 
The reissue of Jeffrey and 
Alex’s piece on the Clinton’s 
welfare shit was a great 
memory jog – I am revising 
the section on Clinton in 
my book in its light.

Alan Nasser 
Olympia, Washington

Giroux’s Gem
Henry Giroux’s 
CounterPunch essay, 
“America’s Descent Into 
Madness,” is breathtaking.

Dennis Kucinich, Seattle

Especially Cogent
Dear Editors, 
You have shown so much 
fine work lately but I’d like 
to note that Andrew Levine 
and Rob Urie’s articles – al-
ways of high quality – have 
recently been especially 
cogent. They ought to be the 
topic of conversation from 
coast to coast!

D. Keefe

The Czech Left
Dear Mr. Jeffrey St. Clair,
I’d like to give you my deep-
est thanks and admiration 
for your excellent item “The 
Silent Death of American 
Left” (CP, May 24-26). After 
translating and publishing 
it in Czech “HaloNoviny” 
newspaper, a wave of both 
agreement and disagree-
ment has come to me; it 
seems to be the best source 
of real current situation 
within the US left-wing. 
(There are some friends 
of mine in CP of US; they 
say it to be too pesimistic 
one, but I see they have to 
defend themselves.) 
After some discussion with 
young people here in Czech 
capital of Prague, they say 
all the situation here is more 
or less the same, and after 
reading your item, they are 
better aware what to avoid. 
I have known the 

CounterPunch about three 
years; what a pity I hadn´t 
managed to write to Mr. 
Alexander Cockburn in the 
same spirit. CounterPunch 
is one of top sources of 
information in my attempts 
to inform the general public 
here in more true way than 
the mainstream media. 
Thank you very much for all 
you do – and you will do, as 
well as for your understand-
ing. 

Yours, faithfully 
Vladimir Sedlacek 
Czech Journalist, Prague

What Would Alex Think?
We have moved into a fabu-
lous location (overlooking 
directly into MI5 to the East 
and MI6 to the West) from 
where we will be broad-
casting a live primetime 
UK-focused ‘Democracy 
Now’ type show. I’ll be host-
ing. Obviously, when we get 
nearer the time it would be 
great to have CounterPunch 
contributors on the show.
Meanwhile, hardly a day 
goes by when I don’t ask the 
question, “What would Alex 
think?” – I’ve pre-ordered 
what I still cannot believe is 
going to be one of his final 
published books.

Afshin Rattansi 
London

All Hail JoAnn!
We are very, VERY pleased 
that you now have JoAnn 
W. writing for you. She is 
a masterful prose stylist 
and an original thinker. 
She and Alex were two of 

letters to the editor the best writers The Nation 
ever published. Now she’s 
keeping his spirit alive in 
the pages of CounterPunch. 
Kudos.

Ron and Deb McClain 
Huntsville, Alabama

One of the Best
Robin Kelley is a fan-
tastic addition to the 
CounterPunch team. I read 
his evocative biography of 
jazz titan Thelonoius Monk, 
which was a revelation to 
me. He is one of the best 
black writers in America. 
Strike that. One of the best 
writers, period.

Tonya Simmons 
Oakland, California

Keep It Coming!
A note on your cover-
age of the Egyptian crisis: 
one minute you sound 
like you’re supporting the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the 
next you seem to be siding 
with the students and work-
ers. It’s a little confusing to 
pinpoint CounterPunch’s 
actual editorial position. 
That said, the recent string 
of essays by Esam al-Amin, 
Joseph Massad and those 
street-level dispatched 
by Mohamed Malik and 
Mohamed Omar have 
been the most riveting and 
informative writing that I’ve 
read. Keep them coming, 
whatever the angle. 

Kasem Masari 
Toronto, Canada

Send Letters to the Editor 
to: CounterPunch 
PO Box 228, Petrolia, CA 
95558 or email  
counterpunch@ 
counterpunch.org
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ROAMING CHARGES
Sacrificial Wolves
By Jeffrey St. Clair

I was sitting on a knoll above the 
Lamar River, peering through my �eld 
glasses at a stand of tall cottonwoods, 
their leaves a shimmering bronze in 
the autumn light. �e morning air was 
crisp, hinting at an early snow in the 
dark, distant peaks of the Absaroka 
Range. �e summer tourists had evap-
orated; I felt alone in the Big Empty.

I had ventured to this remote 
Northwest quadrant of Yellowstone 
National Park looking for wolves.  One 
particular wolf, in fact, a female called 
832F. She was the unrivaled leader of 
her pack, a gregarious and inquisitive 
creature, graceful and athletic, capable 
of taking down a mature elk. She was 
also, by all accounts, a dutiful mother, 
caring, doting, �ercely protective.

I had seen her once before, a �eeting 
glimpse, two years earlier, a few miles 
from the Lamar Valley in the green me-
anders of Slough Creek, with two pups, 
a few months old, nipping playfully 
at her heels. Instead of merely watch-
ing them, I stumbled clumsily for my 
camera. Her ears pricked, she turned to 
me, gave a stern growl, as if to say “you 
blew it buddy,” and vanished with her 
brood into a thicket of willows.

�is was to be my shot at redemp-
tion and I le� my Canon, with its in-
vasive lens, locked in the car. I had 
chosen a spot about 200 yards down-
wind from the fresh corpse of a bison, 
which was being picked at by a grouchy 
group of ravens. I had been settled in 
for two hours or so, crouched low in 
the tall grasses, when they came, silent 
as shadows, down through the cotton-
woods. Even the ravens, those caustic 
critics of authority, quelled in the pres-
ence of the pack.

�e two pups had grown. �ey raced 
each other to gnaw at the �ank of the 
bison. Six other wolves, followed casu-
ally, waded into the river, lapped water 

and then began to feed on the carcass.  
A�er twenty minutes or so, the satiated 
wolves curled up near each other and 
napped in the sunshine. But Wolf 832F 
didn’t join the feast. She sat on a ledge 
above the river, her head held high, 
surveying the valley as the fall winds 
bristled across her shining coat.

Two months later, two of these 
animals would be killed, shot by 
hunters in Wyoming, who were 
gunning for “radio-collared wolves,” 
which identified them as originating 
in Yellowstone. One of the wolves was 
832F, the other was her mate.

Arguably the most famous wolf in 
the world, 832F had the misfortune of 
slipping across the invisible boundary 
of Yellowstone Park into the state of 
Wyoming, a free-�re zone. �ere she 
encountered an anonymous hunter, 
who had been camped out in the forest 
for 20 consecutive days, just waiting for 
one of the Yellowstone wolves to cross 
the sights of his ri�e. �ere is compel-
ling evidence that anti-wolf hunters in 
Wyoming had been honing in on the 
telemetry frequencies from the radio 
collars to track and kill the wolves as 
they crossed the boundary of the park.

In May of this year on the north-
ern border of Yellowstone, a wolf-
hating rancher lured another pack of 
Yellowstone wolves out of the park 
to his ranch. He baited the wolves by 
setting out sheep carcasses on his prop-
erty. The rancher waited until park 
wolves showed up and opened fire, 
killing a black two-year old female, 
who had been born and reared in 
Yellowstone’s Hayden Valley.

In the past two years, since the 
Obama administration shamefully gave 
the green light to legal wolf hunting 
in the Yellowstone region, fourteen of 
the Park’s wolves (about 12 percent of 
the total population) have been shot or 

trapped outside the park’s boundaries.
�e decision was shameful because 

we now know the decision to delist the 
wolf was motivated solely by politics 
and not science. �e review panel met 
in secret with Democrats from the state 
of Montana who vigorously pushed for 
the delisting, which they argued would 
be a crucial factor in tight senate and 
gubernatorial races. Meanwhile, ecolo-
gists who objected to the plan were 
ignored and three scientists on the 
review panel who were viewed as “pro 
wolf ” were summarily removed.

The consequences for wolves and 
the Endangered Species Act itself have 
been grim. In Yellowstone, the wolf 
population is in free-fall. Ironically, 
wolf populations in the park hit their 
high point during the Bush administra-
tion, with a count of 174 wolves in 2003. 
When Obama took oce in the winter 
of 2009, there were an estimated 146 
wolves in Yellowstone. That number 
has declined sharply each year. This 
year the park’s population has fallen 
to 70 wolves, marking a more than 50 
percent reduction in Obama’s term.

Even wolves in Oregon, where wolf 
hunting is outlawed, are not safe. OR-16 
was a young black male, a little over a 
year old, born along the upper Walla 
Walla River. He had been radio-col-
lared and photographed to great fanfare 
by wolf biologists in November 2012. 
�ree months later, a wolf hunter shot 
the black pup near Lowman, Idaho. 
There is speculation that Oregon 
ranchers may have deliberately chased 
the wolf across the Snake River into 
Idaho during the height of the state’s 
wolf hunt season. A posting by a Bill K. 
on an anti-wolf email group bragged: 
“If us pushing that wolf back over to 
be shot in Idaho works,  we will con-
tinue to push many more back for the 
shooters. Hell we will even pay for the 
ammo. Ha ha ha ha.”

 OR-16 was just one of more than 500 
wolves legally killed over the last two 
years in that reddest state of Idaho. And 
the slaughter is just getting started.  All 
this blood sacri�ced for what?  CP
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DIAMONDS AND RUST
Leave the Driving to Us
By JoAnn Wypijewski

A couple years ago I had the pleasure 
of editing a magisterial work of labor 
history. Frank Bardacke’s Trampling 
Out the Vintage: Cesar Chavez and the 
Two Souls of the United Farm Workers 
begins like this:

“Most California farmworkers do 
not ride to work alone. �ey travel in 
company buses and vans, or squeeze 
together in private cars with other 
workers, who o�en are also their rela-
tives or lifelong friends. For three-
quarters of a century, people have 
been driving their cars up and down 
and across the Golden State looking 
for work. Caravans of cars—perhaps 
the most essential agricultural imple-
ments in California—loved and hated 
by the mechanically skilled Joads of all 
nationalities, who intimately knew the 
carburetors and fuel pumps and trans-
missions of the Studebakers, Fords, and 
Chevys, and now struggle with the in-
jection systems of the popular Toyotas 
that may also be their homes, death 
beds, and birth beds.” 

Frank was part of a celery workers’ 
carpool in the 1970s, a traveling insti-
tution that forged bonds of solidarity 
as surely as the crew structure of the 
work itself. Back then celery workers 
made the equivalent of $50 an hour in 
today’s money. Others in the California 
fields made more, but even the low-
est-paid made one and half times the 
minimum wage, equal to about $30 
now. Unionized farmworkers bought 
houses and sent kids to college. Today, 
starting pay for farmworkers is typical-
ly $8 and change. �e UFW is a husk; 
upward mobility, a slog. 

Farmworkers’ dependence on and 
devotion to their cars do not figure 
among the causes of decline. �e idea 
that they might is absurd, though not 
preposterous. Libraries heave with de-
nunciations or romances of the car as 

a superobject before which humans, 
will-less, can only quiver as it rede�nes 
landscapes, shapes identity, addicts 
generations and lately, in a piece by 
Yves Engler on the CounterPunch 
website, stokes right-wing politics and 
“perpetuates class domination”.

Engler, who has �ogged this theme 
at book-length, was reacting to a new 
study by Harvard economists showing 
that for upward mobility, place matters. 
A poor kid in metro Atlanta has a 4 
percent chance of leaping into the top 
income bracket, while the chance for a 
similar kid in New York is 9.7 percent, 
and in San Jose a heady 11.2 percent. 
Ygad!, exclaimed the New York Times 
and Paul Krugman over those �ndings: 
so maybe the problem of inequality is 
really a problem of sprawl—to which 
Engler added, And the car that created 
it!

It appears no one’s noticed obscene 
wealth �ourishing in dense New York 
and sprawling Silicon Valley alike; 
or those transit-sensible downtowns 
enticing privileged “urban pioneers” 
while poverty and jobs steadily subur-
banize; or the striking correspondence 
between the economists’ map of chil-
dren’s chances for moving on up and 
demographic maps showing national 
distribution of black, white and native 
Americans.

With or without a car, class and race 
domination ticks right along. And, un-
mentioned by Krugman et al., kids have 
the best chances to scale the money 
tree in a place as wide-open as they 
come: a swathe of counties in western 
North Dakota, capped by Williston 
(33.1 percent), where a dropout can get 
a $100k job at 22 in the fracking boom.

The Harvard boys call race irrel-
evant. By their numbers, all kids raised 
in areas with large black populations 
(most of the South), have the same 

lower rates of upward mobility. Maybe 
income segregation, social capital, edu-
cation, count for more, they suggest. 
History, structure, oligarchic priorities 
that have distributed wealth upward 
while average real wages have de-
clined for forty straight years, count for 
nothing.

The products of human invention 
do not require those priorities. But any 
politics of resistance does require ap-
preciation of a product’s role in people’s 
lived reality. 

Metaphorically, the celery workers 
in the carpool were the great-grand-
children of industrial laborers who 
followed the work when it �rst moved 
outside central cities in the 1900s. �ey 
were the grandchildren of farm women 
who’d forgo plumbing rather than the 
independence and sociability the car 
a
orded in the 1920s; the children of 
black men who welcomed the inter-
state highway in the 1950s because it let 
them bypass danger along white rural 
routes; the nephews of small-town gay 
men escaping for the city’s anonymous 
embrace; the brothers or fathers of 
teenagers smooching in lovers’ lane and 
of low-riders who made the car a work 
of art and de�ant badge.

Social distance and proximity are not 
desires of the rich alone. My grandfa-
ther worked on the railroad and had a 
car in the 1930s. He used it for Sunday 
picnics, and late-night pickups of waste 
from his brother’s still. Metaphorically, 
he is the great-grandfather of young 
men selling reefer out of their cars, 
of families pulling o
 the road under 
trees somewhere they shouldn’t to sleep 
the night, of anyone who just wants to 
catch a break and move.

�is is the class that has always tried 
to make a way out of no way. It takes 
a mighty arrogance to say they are all 
victims of their cars. CP
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EMPIRE BURLESQUE
Requiem for a Whistleblower
By Chris Floyd

Charles Varnadore and I worked 
together for five years at Oak Ridge 
National Laboratory, part of the vast 
research complex that gave birth to 
the atom bomb. Curiously enough, 
my grandfather had helped build Oak 
Ridge. 

A sharecropper turned carpenter, 
he’d been recruited, like thousands of 
other workers and artisans, to con-
struct the “Secret City” in the midst 
of World War II. He wasn’t allowed to 
tell his family what he was doing; he 
would just get on the train in the rural 
deeps outside Nashville and be gone 
for weeks at a time. Varnadore’s grand-
father had worked there too, and his 
father as well.

But I never met Varnadore during 
my time at ORNL. It wasn’t that kind 
of place. It was like a huge, sprawling 
college campus – a heavily militarized 
campus, with machine-gun-toting 
guards, iron gates, walls topped with 
barbed wire. �e kind of campus where 
people went only where they were au-
thorized to go, subject always to the 
arbitrary dictates of security. (It was a 
prevision of 21st century America, but 
we didn’t know that then.)

So there wasn’t much mixing and 
mingling. Varnadore was a technician, 
working in the analytic chemistry di-
vision. I had no idea where that was. I 
was working – a�er a fashion – as an 
editor in an unusual enclave of le�ish 
researchers dealing with issues like 
urban transportation, energy conserva-
tion and the still somewhat recherché 
matter of global warming. My services 
weren’t much needed by these quite ar-
ticulate scientists; most of whom had 
been war protestors and civil rights 
campaigners. I spent most of my time 
autodidactally devouring books from a 
local second-hand store. (Nice work if 

you can get it.)
Varnadore took his work more se-

riously – and that was his downfall. 
A�er years elsewhere in the Oak Ridge 
system, his �rst job at ORNL was ana-
lyzing soil samples from decommis-
sioned nuclear plants. But, as the New 
York Times reports, he soon found 
the samples weren’t being maintained 
properly, making them conveniently 
useless in measuring the amount of 
radiation left behind by the closed 
plants. He duly reported the situation 
to the bosses, along with a number of 
other concerns about the mishandling 
of dangerous materials, which le� even 
office workers exposed to radiation 
hazards.

You can guess what happened. No 
remedies – but plenty of punishment 
for the ‘troublemaker.’ Varnadore – 
who was recovering from cancer –
was shuttled from one assignment to 
another, then �nally parked in a room 
full of radioactive and chemical waste. 
When a company medical tech �agged 
the risk, he was moved again: to a room 
where poisonous mercury was le� lying 
in pools. A�er years of exemplary per-
formance reviews, he suddenly began 
getting negative evaluations.

He sought whistleblower protec-
tion under federal law – garnering 
an appearance on the national news 
– and took his concerns to the Labor 
Department. An administrative judge 
ruled in his favor, saying that ORNL 
had tried to shut Varnadore up by 
“intentionally [putting] him under 
stress with full knowledge that he was 
a cancer patient recovering from ex-
tensive surgery.” The judge sent the 
case on to Bill Clinton’s labor secretary, 
the liberal lion Robert Reich, to levy 
damages against the facility’s corporate 
overseer, Martin Marietta.

Now all those of a dissident hue 
know Mr. Reich well. Today you can 
read his earnest pleas for hard-hit 
working folk and his jeremiads against 
elitist economics in any number of 
progressive media venues. So you can 
imagine what this stalwart champion of 
the people did next.

�at’s right: he �ushed the whistle-
blower down the toilet. Reich dis-
missed Varnadore’s claims and had 
the judge’s ruling reversed. �e corpo-
rate overseer got away clean, and the 
truth-teller, a�er years of lonely battle, 
working within the system like citizens 
are told to do, was crushed. But that’s 
no surprise: a little taste of state power 
can bend even the most liberal of lions 
to the agenda of elite domination.

Broken, and near broke, Varnadore 
soon took early retirement. But the arc 
of immoral power is long, and it bends 
toward destruction; the state wasn’t 
through squashing this inconvenient 
gad�y. 

Two years after leaving ORNL, 
Varnadore was imprisoned for selling 
some of his guns at �ea markets, as men 
in those rural climes have done since 
the days of the �intlock. Even though 
by this time Washington was ruled by 
George Bush’s gun nuts, with Attorney 
General John Ashcro� himself boldly 
defending the rights of any terror-
ist with ready cash to buy weapons at 
gun shows and baby showers, for some 
reason the full weight of the law fell 
on the ageing, ailing retiree from the 
Appalachian foothills. 

Varnadore served 27 months of 
hard time, struggled on for awhile, 
and �nally died this spring, his death 
unnoted until his former lawyer alerted 
the New York Times this month. So 
much for truthtelling.

Bush, of course, started a war that 
killed a million people. He’s a whimsi-
cal painter now. Reich’s boss Clinton 
killed half a million children with his 
Iraqi sanctions; he’s now the beloved 
“Big Dawg” of our savvy liberalistas.

I guess the system worked OK for 
them. CP
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GRASPING AT STRAWS
The QE Ruse
By Mike Whitney

Here are a couple of numbers that 
will tell you everything you need to 
know about the US economy: $1.3 tril-
lion and $13 trillion. What do they 
mean?

Well, the $1.3 trillion is the amount 
the economy has grown since the end 
of the Great Recession, while the $13 
trillion represents the increase in the 
market value of all US stocks since 
their March 2009 lows.   The figures 
were compiled by Charles Biderman 
at Trimtabs Research, but other ana-
lysts, like those at CNBC, have come 
up with similar results, give-or-take 
a trillion. In any event, it’s easy to see 
what’s going on. Wall Street specula-
tors are raking in the gravy while the 
real economy is on a crash diet.   How 
else do you account for the fact that the 
uptick in stock values exceeds econom-
ic growth by 10x? 

Some of this can be blamed on 
the so called financialization of the 
economy, that is, that more surplus 
capital is being dumped into highly-
levered �nancial instruments, instead 
of invested in factories, equipment or 
other productive assets. But that’s just 
part of the problem. �e larger issue is 
regulatory capture, which means that 
the people who are supposed to be po-
licing the system are actually working 
for the other side. In other words, the 
foxes are guarding the henhouse.  �is 
is obvious in everything from the fact 
that the main “watchdog” agencies 
are peppered with alums from the big 
banks and brokerage houses, to the fact 
that so many regulators end up taking 
jobs at the corporations they’re sup-
posed to be overseeing. Did I mention 
that the former head of the Securities 
and Exchange Commission, Mary 
Schapiro was nominated to GE’s Board 
of Directors shortly a�er she stepped 
down at the SEC? Or that former SEC 

enforcement chief, Robert Khuzami, 
just landed a $5 million a year gig with 
Kirkland & Ellis to... represent their 
corporate clients? �e list goes on. 

As infuriating as it is, the revolving 
door phenom is not the worst part of 
regulatory capture. What’s worse is the 
way that policy is cra�ed to enrich a 
few at the expense of the many. Case in 
point: Quantitative Easing. Proponents 
of QE call it monetary stimulus and 
insist that increasing bank reserves can 
pave the way for another credit expan-
sion. But does it? 

  No, and the fact that the nation’s 
biggest banks “are lending the small-
est portion of their deposits in five 
years” just underscores  the point. 
Consumers and households aren’t bor-
rowing because they know we’re still 
in the middle of a depression. And 
businesses have no need to borrow 
because consumer demand is weak.   
Additionally, the average loan-to-de-
posit ratio for the top eight commercial 
banks dropped in the 4th quarter of 
2012 from a year earlier. Why?  Because 
there’s no demand for funds. No one 
wants a loan, so there’s no transmission 
mechanism to parlay bank reserves 
into credit for the economy. �us the 
whole rationale for QE turns out to be 
a fraud.   QE hasn’t gotten “the banks 
to lend again”, it hasn’t led to a credit 
expansion, it hasn’t reduced unem-
ployment (which is still 7.4%), it hasn’t 
boosted growth (2nd Quarter GDP 
just clocked in at an abysmal 1.7%), it 
hasn’t even increased in�ation which 
is presently 1.4 percent and trending 
lower for the last 3 months. And, even 
more amazing, it hasn’t lowered interest 
rates.  �e Fed’s been buying $85 billion 
in U.S. Treasuries and Mortgage-
Backed Securities for the better part 
of a year and, yet, the 30-year fixed 
mortgage rate is 65 points higher today 

than when the program was launched. 
Adding insult to injury, a recent report 
by Merrill Lynch showed that yields 
on benchmark 10-year Treasuries fell 
sharply a�er both the �rst and second 
rounds of QE.   In other words, QE 
doesn’t push down long-term interest 
rates. �e program is a bust. 

So we’ve all been snookered. QE 
was never intended to kick-start the 
economy or put people back to work. 
�at’s all just public relations �im-�am. 
It was designed to do precisely what 
it’s done;   transfer trillions of dollars 
to Wall Street speculators via in�ated 
stock prices, while the real economy 
was hung out to dry. Mission accom-
plished! 

But if QE has been so successful, 
then why is the Fed so eager to wind it 
down now? Is it because, as Fed chair-
man Ben Bernanke says, the economic 
data is improving and the economy is 
getting better?

Not at all.  Output is still well-below 
pre-crisis levels,   consumer spending 
is anemic,  credit expansion is limited 
to student loans and subprime auto 
loans, and the nation is in the throes 
of the most severe jobs crisis since 
the 1930s. Does any of that sound re-
motely “better” to you? Of course 
not.   Bernanke’s not going to termi-
nate QE because of green shoots, but 
because his high-powered monetary 
policy has created bubbles in every-
thing from junk bonds to housing 
prices. As Mizuho Asset Management’s 
Akira Takei recently said, “�e Fed will 
taper QE not because the economy is 
booming, but because the program has 
been creating excess liquidity, boosting 
risk assets too much.” Bingo. QE now 
poses a threat to overall �nancial stabil-
ity, which is why Bernanke is going to 
start tapping on the brakes sometime 
this Fall come hell or high water. 

But that’s another story altogether. 
�e point is,  stocks are up by $13 tril-
lion while the economy has grown 
by a measly $1.3 trillion because that’s 
the  way the system works...when the 
regulators are in Wall Street’s pocket, 
that is. CP
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DAYDREAM NATION
At Work She’s a Tourist
By Kristin Kolb

I spent my summer vacation alone, 
aside from the company of a kitten for 
a spell, writing in a cluttered Art Deco 
apartment in St Louis. 

It soon got stifling, so I hopped a 
train west and became a river rat. I 
wandered a hot and humid holler along 
the Osage River, sloshing in mud and 
exploring an abandoned house, where, 
thrilled, I discovered a beat-up and 
waterlogged copy of the 1932 edition 
of �e History of Piracy. I chased light-
ning bugs – or, rather, ran obliviously 
from the territory of an unleashed Pit 
Bull into obvious Copperhead Pit Viper 
country. Choose your own version of 
that adventure.

I was trying to stop my �itting brain. 
�e more time I spent enthusiastically 
failing to catch frogs, instead of locking 
myself in Le Corbusier’s sti�ing closet, 
the easier the words came. Like the 
�ood plain I trod, the river of thoughts 
swelled and subsided.

“Words make love on the page 
like �ies in the summer heat and the 
poet is merely the bemused specta-
tor,” wrote Charles Simic, who penned 
one of my favorite poems, glori-
ously titled, “Breasts” (which I expect 
CounterPunchers would appreciate of 
late). 

Toward the end of my trip, he wrote 
some wonderful prose for The New 
York Review of Books, “Summertime.” 
He longs for laziness and preaches its 
virtues – the luxury of contemplation. 
“Indolence,” he writes, “requires pa-
tience, – to lie in the sun, for instance, 
day a�er day – and I have none le�. 
When I could, it was bliss. I lived liked 
the old Greeks, who knew nothing 
of hours, minutes, and seconds. No 
wonder they did so much thinking 
back then.”

A few days prior, a pitiful ditty ap-

peared in the Toronto Globe and 
Mail by one Leah Eichler, founder of 
Femme-o-Nomics, the “content portal 
for professional women” and some 
“mobile collaborative” thing called r/
ally, which sounds like a term paper on 
Derrida gone wrong. Eichler admitted 
that she prefers to work on holidays 
and refuse vacation rather than play 
Plato by the Aegean or Osage. “I can’t 
help myself,” she confesses, “and hon-
estly, vacations are not something I �nd 
comfortable.”

Eichler refers to a study wherein 25 
percent of Britain’s work force chose 
not to take vacation and “guilt” is most 
o�en the cause. She pleads for a “new 
de�nition of holiday” because leaving 
the office is far too “drastic” for the 
committed Femmes-o Nomic and r/
allies.

A June article from The Canadian 
Press service revealed that companies in 
the United States are encouraging em-
ployees to sell their vacation and sick 
time to their lazy colleagues. Stalwarts 
at Texas-based Kimberly Clark can sell 
�ve vacation days. 

At other businesses, workers sacri�ce 
a week’s pay for a week o
. It’s a way for 
corporations to pretend to o
er ben-
e�ts, but charge for disloyalty.

The Economist’s August 3 edition 
isn’t self-immolating like the Femme-
o-conomist. They just get honest: 
“Why should vacations be immune? … 
Maybe Labour Day should be a day of 
labour.”

�e New Yorker of July 22 lectured 
about “Why Summer Makes Us Lazy.” 
In hot weather, workers are “mindless” 
and in a “good mood.” Is clearing your 
head mindless and unproductive? �e 
rat-racers of Midtown Manhattan say 
yes. �e Hamptons be damned.

Over at Salon, we find the piece, 

“Living in America Will Drive You 
Insane – Literally.” Psychiatrist Bruce 
Levine (a CounterPunch contributor) 
says the drudgery of “more degrees, 
compliance, ass-kissing, shit-eating, 
and inauthenticity” makes us passive, 
depressed and self-destructive, ergo, 
wacko and wacked out on benzos and 
Bupropion. Levine refers to a Gallup 
poll from June: 70 percent of American 
workers are “checked out” from their 
jobs, ill from work loads and corporate 
mindspeak, and terri�ed of job loss.

Levine’s answer to our crazy crisis: 
When we have room to breathe 
and think and, as my daughter says, 
“chillax,” then we recharge and create 
friendships beyond that insipid 
oce ritual of the TGIF happy hour. 
Rebellion becomes a matter of �ush-
ing the Ativan down the toilet and 
dreaming up strikes. But 99 percent of 
the United States can’t a
ord to chillax 
if you need to duck from Sallie Mae’s 
wrath and a
ord to shop at Costco.

And here we turn to our fearless 
leader, Barack Obama. In July, POTUS 
chose to announce his solution to our 
job insecurities by hooking up with 
Amazon.Com, a union-busting cor-
porate citizen, in Tennessee, a union-
hating right to work state. Ironically, 
unionized workers at Amazon ware-
houses in Germany have been striking 
this summer.

Just one day prior to Obama’s jetting 
to Chattanooga, thousands of workers 
at fast-food restaurants went on strike 
in the Midwest – St. Louis, Kansas City, 
Milwaukee, Chicago, Detroit, and Flint. 
New Yorkers also participated. They 
want just $15 an hour, not even a paid 
vacation. 

Did Obama fly to, say, bankrupt 
Detroit, to express support? Nah. He 
had more important, slippery things to 
do inside the Beltway.

Simic’s “Summertime” includes a 
moment with a homeless woman in 
DC begging for change. He hands her a 
dollar and she asks, “Can’t you hear the 
rattling noise these snakes make as they 
crawl up the steps of the Capitol?” CP
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An Engineered Catastrophe
Syria and the Hypocrisy of 

Colonialism
By Jennifer Loewenstein

When, at the outset of the First World War in 1914, the 
Ottoman Sultan called for a popular jihad within his empire 
against the allied powers in an effort to shore up his new al-
liance with Wilhelmian Germany, he succeeded in unsettling 
the British and French far more than in instigating an Islamic 
call to arms. Few within the Ottoman Empire bothered to 
take note of the call, and fewer still considered taking action. 
The Sultan’s call disconcerted the Allied powers (France, 
Britain, and Russia), all of which feared popular uprisings 
against them from within lands they coveted, much more 
than it rallied the diverse, largely rural populations carrying 
on their daily routines in the far off corners of the Empire.

Nevertheless, rattled by the Sultan’s unexpected call, one 
of the counter-measures the British took to undermine any 
Arab action, was to initiate contact between officials in the 
British Foreign Office and the Ottoman governor of the Hijaz 
(the western coastal strip of the Arabian Peninsula). Sharif 
Hussein of Mecca, governor of the then Ottoman-controlled 
Hijaz, had ambitions of his own. He was an educated man 
with sons who had been schooled in Istanbul as well as in 
Europe. They were part of a small but growing elite within 
the modern Arab world whose awareness of topics such as 
Arab nationalism, socialism, liberalism, and democracy had 
already begun to take shape in the final years of Ottoman 
rule. 

These cosmopolitan individuals were, naturally, drawn to 
other, like-minded people – people often involved in secret 
societies such as those that existed within the Ottoman army 
in order to counteract the growing power of Turkish nation-
alism. Participation in Arab nationalist organizations collid-
ed directly with Turkish nationalist activists and could easily 
have been viewed as treasonous. In the meantime, Turks 
within the Ottoman Empire increasingly received privileged 
positions at court and elsewhere across the Empire. Turkish 
nationalist “reforms” within the Ottoman Empire around the 
turn of the century outraged the tiny but passionate group of 
Arab and pan-Arab nationalists, many of whom had become 
enamored with the idea of Arab political independence. 
Parallel activities among the “Young Turk” movement had 
already existed for some time.

Ideological Ferment in Greater Syria
Syria was the heartland of Arab nationalism. It was the 

region where many of the Arab world’s most important 
thinkers and activists grew up resisting France’s ruthless colo-
nial occupation and spread subversive ideas of Pan-Arab na-
tionalism and unity; where secular, socialist, and liberal ideas 

would spread across the land to many of Syria’s non-Arab mi-
norities, as well as southward and eastward influencing the 
political climate in colonies such as Palestine and Iraq. Sharif 
Hussein’s son, Faysal, in particular, spent a great deal of time 
in Syria; time that would shape his opinions on a whole range 
of anti-colonial ideas. France’s victory over Amir Faysal at the 
battle of Maysaloun in July 1920 only ratcheted up local fury 
and defiance against French rule.

While Egypt’s role in shaping the modern Arab Middle 
East is often considered paramount, the significance of Syria 
deserves to be re-evaluated. Both countries played crucial 
roles in shaping 20th century Middle Eastern history. Politics, 
economics, social attitudes and popular culture spread from 
these two countries across the region shaping the intellectual 
climate well beyond the rarefied circles of elite, “educated,” 
opinion. Clearly both nations played a role in the anti-colo-
nial movements that swept across the modern Middle East, 
but there are those who would maintain that Syria, partly 
because of its strategic location, was the intellectual and po-
litical capital of ideological ferment from within the Middle 
East. 

This is not to downplay the role of Egypt in shaping the 
modern Middle East; rather it should highlight post World 
War I political instability in Syria—largely a consequence 
of French colonial rule from 1920-1946—that prevented the 
development of the kind of institutions that might have per-
mitted a peaceful transition to democracy at the end of the 
26-year authoritarian rule based in Damascus. The refusal to 
acknowledge popular opinion in Syria and Greater Syria after 
the First World War (for which we have extensive document-
ed evidence) led almost inevitably to a state that would have 
no modern history of democratic rule. 

The End of French Colonialism in Syria 
By the end of the Second World War, visibly preoccupied 

with refashioning modern France, French state-builders 
made lasting but devastating attempts to secure some post-
colonial control over their former colonies. A sanity-guided 
plan to revitalize the homeland gave way to compulsively 
disorganized policies of control over the state of its colonial 
remnants. Those French colonial rulers who left behind them 
authoritarian political ruins virtually guaranteed future states 
that would lack the ability to develop genuinely democratic 
institutions and that would be forced to maintain a degree 
of dependency on their former colonial masters in order to 
survive. 

Despite the hopes and wishes of the Syrian people and 
many of its earliest post-colonial leaders, independent Syria 
never had much of a chance to develop into a stable, demo-
cratically-oriented state with the kind of institutions, docu-
ments, and checks and balances on power that could make 
such a state viable. The Baathist ideology of Michel Aflaq 
and Salah ad-Din al-Bitar never envisioned an independent 
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military wing for the Baathist party. �at it developed one 
nevertheless, and at a time when it seemed to many people 
that only a state with a strong military leadership would be 
able to unify (mostly through the techniques of a modern 
police and surveillance state) the country sacri�ced the best 
of what might have been possible a�er a series of disastrous 
Arab-Israeli wars and confrontations – themselves the tragic, 
short-sighted vision of the Cold War and of a prior wish to 
re-bury the millions of dead in the wake of aggression, the 
supreme international war crime.

By 1945, both France and England would still be going out 
of their ways to ensure their hold on the region and resources 
they believed were rightfully theirs rather than honor the will 
of the indigenous people. Not for the �rst time, Great Power 
politics and national self-interest would destroy the brighter 
possibilities that might have awaited people �nally free of 
direct colonial occupation, �ghting with such passion for the 
values their oppressors claimed to espouse. 

British “Guidance”
To challenge the Ottoman call to Jihad, the British Foreign 

Oce had one of its employees, Sir Henry McMahon, strike 
up a correspondence with Sharif Hussein of Mecca, an im-
portant man in his own right for his role as guardian of the 
holy cities of Mecca and Medina, and his Shari�an lineage 
that linked him by blood to the Prophet Muhammad. �e 
British had no qualms about playing up his importance or 
questioning his role as a subject of the Sultan. If Hussein and 
his sons would organize an Arab revolt against the Ottoman 
Turks, McMahon wrote, their reward would be an indepen-
dent Arab kingdom stretching from the Hijaz in the south to 
the great Syrian cities of Damascus and Aleppo in the north. 
�e British would see that Hussein would rule an indepen-
dent Arab kingdom that would include present day Syria, 
Palestine, Lebanon, the Hijaz, parts of Jordan, Iraq and the 
Arabian Peninsula. Had this promise come from any power 
other than the British it may have had no resonance for Sharif 
Hussein. Coming from the imperial masters of the globe, 
however, it was too tempting to pass up. A series of letters 
ensued in which the Sir Henry McMahon, representing the 
British government, and Sharif Hussein began to sketch the 
boundaries of a new independent Arab Kingdom.

�e McMahon-Hussein correspondence is known today as 
one of the three most important, if contradictory, promises 
made by the British during World War I, to advance British 
and Allied interests in the Middle East. Hussein’s sons, pri-
marily Faysal and Abdullah, organized and led a moderately 
successful Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire. While 
hardly unimportant, the Hollywood �lm, Lawrence of Arabia, 
overstates, misleads, and romanticizes the extent of the Arab 
uprising against the Ottoman Turks. Most of the Arab popu-
lation within the Ottoman Empire stayed loyal to it; many of 
the confrontations the Arabs had with Ottoman forces were 

of limited success or importance. But the Arab Revolt had a 
signi�cance still o�en overlooked. 

If anything, the revolt’s importance increased a�er the war 
and the 1919 Paris Peace Conference were over. It grew when 
it became clear that the British had reneged on their promise 
to Sharif Hussein. France would become the colonial master 
of Syria and Lebanon; Britain of Palestine, Transjordan, Iraq, 
and a number of smaller cities and towns in the Gulf and 
within present day Yemen. In 1917 when Revolution engulfed 

Russia, its (eventual) Bolshevik leaders pulled Russia out of 
the war and publicized the contents of the 1916 Sykes-Picot 
agreement in which Great Britain, France, and Russia had 
carved up the Middle East into spheres of in�uence; spheres 
that still closely correspond to the maps we have today of 
the modern Middle East, albeit with the United States in the 
place of Great Britain. Indeed, as the Great Powers drew up 
the Sykes-Picot Accord, they simultaneously nulli�ed the 
Hussein-McMahon correspondence, the last letters of which 
were still to be penned. It would be dicult to �nd a more 
cynical twist to the machinations of Great Power politics than 
this broadside to the chummy promises of the British Foreign 
Oce inked out in the early stages of the war; and yet within 
another year the “independent Arab Kingdom” would su
er 
an even greater blow to its potential.

News of the treachery of the Sykes-Picot agreement inten-
si�ed the deep undercurrent of mistrust within the Middle 

Francois George Picot.



12

made public). In this regard, therefore, little has changed in 
the foreign policy of great powers since the first quarter of 
the 20th century: powerful states concern themselves with 
client regimes and allied or “moderate” states unwilling to 
challenge the will of the masters. Public opinion carries no 
weight whatsoever until, after decades of degrading and bar-
baric oppression, “the street” rises up to object to the global 
order. Only then do the powerful states evince an interest in 
the voice of the people, all the while doing what is possible 
– behind closed doors – to re-establish control over public 
opinion with as little concern as possible for the bloodbaths, 
brutality and massacres that ensue – and are necessary to 
restore the status quo.

Syria Awakens to a Nightmare
The conundrum in Syria today, a serious, deadly, and dan-

gerous situation that has already fulfilled its promise to spill-
over into neighboring states, further destabilizing the region; 
take the lives of tens of thousands of innocent people; and 
ensure a refugee disaster with many thousands of Syrian resi-
dents living in makeshift camps as refugees in countries such 
as Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq where the humanitarian 
aid necessary to sustain them adequately is still insufficient 
or lacking altogether. This has given those people directly 
and indirectly involved in this travesty no reason to hope for 
a stable, promising end to hostilities anytime soon. Given a 
choice between promoting the popular will, even when that 
involves negotiation with an authoritarian dictator, modern 
imperial nations will choose an “opposition” before allowing 
popular, democratic and non-violent nationalism the chance 
to share power with a dictator we cannot entirely control. 

Were it not for the refusal of the United States to engage 
in negotiations with Syrian President, Bashar al-Assad, in 
an effort to end the Civil War raging across the land; or for 
the competition by our regional allies for prestige, ideologi-
cal domination, or client-state demands for spheres of influ-
ence, a viable solution might – at the very least – already have 
brought to a halt to the most gratuitous and barbaric of the 
violence provoked by Western arm sales to the most heavily 
invested and wealthiest parties. Daily terror visited upon in-
nocent people victimized by depraved foreign policy goals, 
entirely out of touch with the realities on the ground, are 
likely to continue unabated. Sadly, these horrors are neither 
uncommon nor unfamiliar in US imperial history and the 
politics of US imperialism – much of it built on the wreck-
age of British and French colonialism after the First World 
War (at least in the Middle East) and the anti-democratic, 
military-surveillance states cultivated domestically in order 
to assure victory for the predatory super-power states and 
their allies. 

Few Americans know much about contemporary Syria, 
a fact that helps our media, political and intellectual elites 
simplify and justify the US’ responses to Syria’s internal and 

East for Europe, not for the first time. Sharif Hussein’s call 
for an Arab Revolt against Ottoman rule bothered people less 
than the blithe act of British treachery against Sharif Hussein 
in having promised him an independent Arab Kingdom. 
Despite assurances from their British partners, recognition 
of the duplicitous nature of great power politics increased 
homegrown suspicions among the different peoples of the 
Middle East, especially after the British Lord Arthur Balfour’s 
1917 declaration that a Jewish homeland in Palestine would be 
forthcoming. The Balfour Declaration underscored growing 
dissatisfaction with Western policies and actions and would 
justify fears, increase suspicion, and incite hostility among 
people still only superficially acquainted with the new na-
tionalist ideologies that would soon dominate the region.

The Hypocrisy of Colonialism
As has so often been the case in modern Middle Eastern 

history, when the colonial masters passionately espoused 
values of “self-determination for all peoples;” the need for 
“freedom” and “democracy;” and of “peace,” “dignity,” and 
“justice,” these ideals went only so far as the self-interests of 
the overlords, including their desire for important resources. 
Otherwise these heroically enunciated goals were little more 
than rhetorical flourishes in the speeches of pompous racist 
hypocrites, or the bold-faced lies of men and women too 
deeply convinced of their European biological superiority to 
see how pathetic they were. Painstakingly gathered evidence 
clearly indicating that the indigenous people of the Middle 
East ardently objected to any kind of occupation; sought self-
rule without the “help” of Western “allies”, and considered 
anything less than this an infringement on their collective 
and personal liberties had no effect on what the victors of 
the First World War intended for a region they already con-
sidered rightfully theirs. Nothing short of willed blindness, 
an awe-inspiring and ideological refusal to accept adamantly 
stated claims, documented meticulously by an American-
backed commission, can possibly explain the defiant rejec-
tion of the Great Power representatives in Paris to the will of 
the peoples of the Middle East. 

Representatives of the Paris Peace Conference, upon re-
ceiving the bound volume of the US-backed King-Crane 
Commission (the careful public records referred to above), 
shelved this crucial document almost immediately without 
ever bringing its findings to the attention of the conference’s 
participants. The King-Crane Commission was an American 
sponsored project: a modern, meticulously conducted, thor-
ough, and revelatory public opinion poll showing as convinc-
ingly as was humanly possible in 1919, that the overwhelming 
majority of people in the region wanted complete indepen-
dence, meaning freedom from all forms of colonial control 
by any nation, and a revocation of the Balfour Declaration (a 
declaration opposed almost unanimously by the anti-Zionist 
residents of the Middle East since well before the date it was 



13

regional problems. Syria is an “enemy” state, and has been 
since its opposition to Israel during the first Arab-Israeli 
War in 1948, (with a brief, strange, interlude after that war) 
and to Israel’s Palestinian policies going back even before 
the Balfour Declaration of 1917). Syria—in itself an unim-
portant, desert backwater nation—is today an ally of Iran 
and to the Lebanese Shi’a political party and resistance or-
ganization, Hizbullah. It serves as the geographical conduit 
through which Iran can get arms to Hizbullah, considered 
by the US and its allies a non-state bogeyman. The organiza-
tion replaced the PLO in Lebanon as the primary resistance 
group to Israel in the early 1980s once the US, Israel, and its 
Maronite Lebanese backers secured the ouster of the PLO 
from its headquarters in Beirut –where it had functioned as a 
state within a state – to Tunis until the 1993-94 Oslo Accords.

Whatever one might think of Hizbullah’s religious and 
political ideology, however, it is because of this disciplined, 
patriotic Lebanese and Shi’ite political party and its powerful 
military wing that Lebanon and Syria have yet to succumb to 
the diktats of the American super-power, its Gulf State allies, 
and its generously paid, armed, equipped Israeli client state. 
Whereas the United States has military bases on, or agree-
ments with its Gulf State allies and their oil rich resources, 
Israel has become an American military base superimposed 
upon civilians living in its midst, unwitting victims of US 
foreign policy as much as of an elite, chauvinist and racist 
state ideology. The dangers inherent in this US satellite-base 
are grave.

How to Ensure A Catastrophe
Despite Syria’s willingness (“eagerness” might be a more 

accurate term) to participate in the Bush-Cheney adminis-
tration’s policy of extraordinary rendition during the Second 
Iraq War, owing to decades of antipathy to (Sunni) Islamist 
ideologies, the United States has sided with the multifaceted 
Syrian “opposition” and its various militias. This is no sur-
prise as US-Syrian relations have long been chilly, especially 
during the Cold War and Syrian refusal to join the ranks of 
the “moderate” Arab states such as Egypt and Jordan whose 
leaders have preferred the benefits of puppet regimes to the 
endless bullying and provocations the more independent 
states receive. 

US meddling in the region might once have seemed ben-
eficial to Syria: some people still remember Hafiz al-Assad’s 
destruction of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood and the mass 
murder of anyone even suspected of being connected to 
them back in 1982, when the Syrian army leveled the city of 
Hama, killing up to 25,000 civilians in its battle to wipe out 
permanently any Islamist opposition. This victory has been 
one reason that, until 2011, Islamist organizations posed no 
serious threat to the ‘secular’ Assad regimes. If the leading 
opposition militias within Syria are fanatical, extremist 
Islamist groups, it is because of the funding and manpower 

states such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar have generously fur-
nished them owing to their interests in establishing an ideo-
logical ally between Lebanon and Iran. 

Prior to the “Arab Spring” in Syria, threats to Baathist 
Syria existed but not as Islamist organizations or parties 
seeking regime change in Damascus. Today, however, it is 
the strength of precisely this type of organization, built up 
and allowed to develop on their own by some of our closest 
“moderate” Arab allies, that has caused the United States to 
demand oversight committees of the arms and funds they are 
providing, so that the ostensibly secular, liberal factions—the 
weakest among the opposition—receive these materials. The 
repetition of familiar US policy preferences here are full of 
irony and cynicism; however the regional turmoil spreading 
from the western-most corner of North Africa to the volatile 
southwest Asian nations we have turned into national bombs, 
make even cynical commentary a luxury.

Ultimately, this kind of oversight is flawed because there 
is no foolproof way of guaranteeing where war materials 
including (and in particular) weapons will end up. Thus we 
have a situation where “Syrian” Islamist groups and their 
better-organized militias dominate the spectrum of “Syrian 
Opposition” forces, or the “Free Syrian Army”— an organiza-
tion that is neither free, exclusively Syrian, nor an Army. In 
the battle against the Assad regime today, ideologically and 
religiously extreme organizations such as the Jabhat al-Nusra, 
the strongest of the various militias, make no apologies for 
being allied to al-Qaeda, and are therefore anathema to US 
national security interests. 

In its hurry to rid the region of the Assad regime, US 
policy makers helped fuel the creation or the very type of or-
ganization it views as one of its biggest threats. In the historic 
region (Greater Syria) that was—only decades earlier—was 
the heart and soul of Pan-Arab nationalism. It was a region 
where secular, liberal ideas flourished as did the hopes and 
dreams of democratic independent Arab nations that would 
inevitably revise the boundaries of Sykes-Picot. The United 
States rushed in to help crush the brutal regime of Bashar al-
Assad, forgetting that it was in this region that our biggest 
fear of all—popular Arab nationalism and Arab socialism— 
might in fact have taken root had Syria’s colonial, ideological, 
and authoritarian overlords not done everything possible to 
prevent, for the second critical moment in modern Middle 
Eastern history, the rise of supra-national liberty. CP

Jennifer Loewenstein, a contributing editor to 
CounterPunch, is a faculty associate in Middle Eastern Studies 
at the U of Wisconsin-Madison. She is a human rights activist 
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Snowden and  
Latin America

By Daniel Edwards

The United States government and security authorities did 
not exactly cover themselves in glory when the revelations of 
ex-NSA consultant Edward Snowden were made public. The 
contractor, in conjunction with Guardian journalist Glenn 
Greenwald, leaked substantial evidence that the NSA and 
other agencies had the tools to extensively monitor the every-
day life of citizens by way of their internet activity.

If that bombshell, largely supposed anyway by a large 
section of the population, represented a loss of face for 
Barack Obama and his administration, what followed was 
downright shameful.

Snowden was harried across the globe by security authori-
ties, determined to bring him to book and put the whistle-
blower through a show trial like that of Wikileaks ‘mole’ 
Bradley Manning. The only thing more undignified than this 
pursuit has been the supine reaction of nations across the 
world, despite evidence released by Snowden himself that the 
US had also been using surveillance against them.

But there was one region willing to buck this lamentable 
trend.

South America’s interest in the case began at the end of 
a conference of gas-producing nations in Moscow, Russia: 
coincidentally where Snowden found himself at that point 
holed up in the airport. Bolivia head of state Evo Morales, 
returning from the congress in his presidential plane, found 
himself unable to stop for refuelling in Spanish, Italian 
French or Portuguese airspace. On arriving finally in Vienna, 
the president was allegedly asked if officials could search his 
plane, on the suspicion that Snowden was on board.

“I am no criminal,” Morales fired upon finally reaching the 
Bolivian capital of La Paz, after an odyssey that broke all pro-
tocols normally in place for a nation’s head of state.

“The US and almost all European countries have intelli-
gence services and this man [Snowden] is not a briefcase… 
or a fly that I can put in a plane and fly over to Bolivia. This 
was a pretext to pressure and intimidate me, a pretext to try 
and silence our fight against economic policies of looting, 
dominance and intervention.”

Morales’ strong words, plus the unequivocal backing he 
received from regional allies such as Argentina’s Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner, Venezuela president Nicolas Maduro 
and Rafael Correa of Ecuador, are indicative of a new confi-
dence across South America. Being on the weak end of one 
of the United States’ ‘Special Relationships’, with favourable 
concessions to foreign businesses and a resulting impover-
ishment of the majority, is nothing new for these nations, 
but a wave of populist left-leaning governments is trying to 
consign these neo-colonial links to history.

The fight and struggle of Snowden is key in this. In spite 
of US warnings not to offer refuge to its citizen, Bolivia, 
Venezuela and Nicaragua subsequently stepped forward to 
confirm the whistleblower would be granted asylum within 
their borders. The Venezuelan government, moreover, reit-
erated their desire to house the former contractor even after 
he was given a stay of execution with one year’s asylum in 
Russia.

“Of course, President (Nicolas) Maduro, in keeping with 
our right under international law ... decided to grant this 
asylum to a citizen who requested it, explaining that he felt 
persecuted politically by his government,” Foreign Minister 
Elias Jaua said on Tuesday, in a statement released by his own 
office. The minister also gave a withering response to a sup-
posed request for extradition made to Venezuela from the 
White House:

“We cannot extradite someone who is not in our country. 
Now we cannot extradite him at all because he asked for the 
right to asylum, which has been granted to him,” Jaua con-
tinued, pointing out that the Venezuelan government had 
repeatedly requested the return of national Luis Posada 
Carriles, the man convicted of a terror attack of a Cuban 
place in 1976 which left 73 dead, only to meet with silence 
from their neighbours in the northern hemisphere.

There was a time in which such double standards would 
have been accepted by Latin American client governments. 
But in 2013, those in charge are no longer willing to take 
orders from Washington and its business arms. Even the 
faces and background of those currently elected to office have 
changed in the new wave of populist democracy.

Maduro, as was pointed out in such a demeaning form by 
opposition figures desperate to dismantle the social legacy 
bequeathed in Venezuela by the late Hugo Chávez, was a bus 
driver and a graduate of a public high school before entering 
political life as a trade union leader. His dark skin, humble 
start to life and unionist background mark him out, just as 
his predecessor, as an alternative to the European-descended 
oligarchy that for so long ruled his nation to the detriment of 
the Mestizo masses.

Evo Morales was born into a family of subsistence farmers 
and was a militant in the coca-growers trade union. Cristina 
Kirchner was the daughter of a bus driver who, alongside late 
husband and former Argentine president Nestor helped turn 
around her country following a debilitating crisis in 2001 
with policies favouring internal growth and social justice.

José ‘Pepe’ Mujica, meanwhile, is an ex-guerrilla who 
fought for years against a succession of military govern-
ments, many of which counted on direct or indirect support 
from the US. The current Uruguay leader spent 13 years in 
prison during the last dictatorship in his nation and is re-
nowned across South America for refusing the trappings and 
baubles of presidential life, choosing to stay in his modest 
Montevideo apartment over moving to the official residence, 
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a luxurious palace in the Uruguayan capital.
Each leader, and there are more in South as well as Latin 

America that we could mention, has their own unique story 
and background which has formed them into the politi-
cians they are today. But there appears to be several common 
threads which link them all. �e likes of Maduro, Morales, 
Kirchner and Mujica are accustomed to �ght for everything, 
from putting food on the table to their very lives during mur-
derous dictatorships. �ey reject the local European, English-
speaking elites who feel more comfortable in Miami than La 
Paz or Caracas, where they are holed up in exclusive gated 
communities.

And as a con-
sequence, this 
new genera-
tion of populist 
leaders reject 
any notion that 
their region, 
their nations, 
should be part 
of what used 
to be insult-
ingly  tagged 
“America’s back-
yard”.

As Ecuador’s 
Rafael Correa 
shows, this is 
not con�ned merely to governments. �e South American 
nation took the recent step of placing an embargo on petro-
leum giant Chevron’s activities in their borders, in an e
ort 
to force payment of a $19 billion �ne ordered by courts due 
to environmental damage caused in the Amazon rainforest. 
�e US company has refused to pay Correa’s government, 
and gone on the counter attack claiming that it is not respon-
sible for the wreckages: what’s more, that the Ecuador people 
themselves are those responsible. But the head of state, in 
words that would sound unrecognisable to Latin Americans 
who in previous generations lived under the near-oligarchies 
and puppet governments of businesses such as United Fruit, 
was characteristically combative: “Chevron are spending 
hundreds of millions of dollars in a slander campaign against 
Ecuador. �ey want to show that ‘big oil’ cannot be brought 
to justice,” he �red.

“We will defend our country. �is will be a David vs. 
Goliath �ght but we have the best weapon: the truth.”

Since Morales’ unsavoury clash with Europe’s governments 
in Vienna, leaders from across the region have voiced their 
indignation. And that anger only increased with the sub-
sequent revelations that the National Security Agency and 
CIA’s surveillance reaches all the way to South America. Even 

Dilma Rousse
 in Brazil, known as one of the more mod-
erate head of states and a close trade partner of the Obama 
government, expressed their disappointment at the espionage 
activity.

According to an article written by Greenwald, who has 
been the main point of contact for Snowden and his con-
tinuing leaks since the ex-NSA man’s �rst contact with the 
Guardian newspaper, spying activity in Brazil was second only 
to the US itself in terms of quantity. �e surveillance covered 
citizens, temporary residents and businesses in the country, 
and when uncovered provoked a furious backlash from the 

president.
“In the name 

of security, there 
cannot be in-
fringements 
to the privacy 
of citizens, of 
Brazilians, even 
as much as to 
the sovereignty 
of a country,” 
Rousse
 told US 
vice-president 
Joe Biden, ac-
cording to a 
Presidential 
Palace spokes-
person. Biden, in 

turn, was forced to make a humbling climbdown and make 
known his “regret” for those events.

Spain and France, meanwhile, both made their own apolo-
gies to the Bolivian government for their role in those events 
of July, a�er initially refusing to accept that their sovereign 
airspace had been declared out of bounds for Morales in a 
shocking ignorance of international protocol. �ey may be 
small, symbolic gestures but they are signi�cant nonetheless. 
�ese challenges to Europe and the United States show that 
the le�-leaning governments of Latin America are no longer 
willing to put up with a junior diplomatic relationship, ac-
cepting whatever slights and a
ronts may surge from those 
global centres of power.

Having organised on a continental level, enjoying greater 
power than ever as a result of shared ideology and common 
goals, the region is now strong and con�dent enough to 
pursue its own agenda without fear of repression. Recent pro-
tests in Brazil and ongoing worries in the likes of Argentina 
and Venezuela about rising in�ation and crime demonstrate, 
logically, that the path towards extricating themselves from 
the imperialist dominion is not without its own struggles. 
But internationally at least, things are changing and fast, and 
no matter what their political beliefs a whole generation of 
South Americans are growing up looking, for the �rst time, 

Bolivian presidential jet. Photo: RTV.



16

for direction from their own politicians and neighbours 
rather than Washington and Europe.

For now, Snowden’s immediate future looks a little more 
secure. Whether he acted out of true support for what the 
former contractor told the world, out of realpolitik to further 
Russia’s concerns or even out of a sense of shame after his 
prevarications on the matter while Snowden sat stranded in 
the airport were shown up as inadequate by South America’s 
response, President Vladimir Putin eventually did the right 
thing and offered his surprise guest one year’s asylum.

That has not come without its own consequences, as presi-
dent Obama demonstrated days later in cancelling a summit 
with his counterpart in Moscow. But after the likes of France, 
Spain, Austria and Italy were cowed into performing a farci-
cal cat and mouse game with a presidential plane – technical-
ly subject to diplomatic immunity – any countries who stand 
up to the American juggernaut should receive our respect. 
Back in the States, meanwhile, Snowden’s revelations are also 
making waves in his former workplace. NSA director Keith 
Alexander announced in August that up to 90% of its system 
administrator staff would be let go or reassigned, in order to 
avoid another disastrous leak.

But Alexander’s declarations and the overall US handling 
of the case has proved one thing beyond any doubt. Instead 
of starting a serious debate over whether such wide-scale sur-
veillance is morally or constitutionally correct, and whether 
it should continue, the entire focus is on how to make sure 
those same activities can continue in the future under wraps. 
The NSA chief was emphatic on that point, stating that work 
would pass from contractors to automated machines, making 
them “more defensible and more secure.” The persecution of 
Snowden is a classic case of shooting the messenger without 
taking his own missive on board.

While this hard-headed attitude continues, it just shows us 
once more how important the resistance of countries such as 
Russia, Bolivia, Venezuela and Brazil is to our global diplo-
macy. Snowden for one can now afford himself the slightest 
feeling of safety and support, knowing that within his year 
in Russia the option is still open to seek sanctuary in South 
America where his fight against the US surveillance behe-
moth has gained him some important friends. But the most 
important lesson for Obama and his allies in the NSA and 
CIA has surely now been learnt. South America is no longer 
the US backyard. Riding high on a wave of leftist populism, 
strong government and enthusiastic co-operation, these 
countries are determined to rebalance power and take back 
the initiative to run their own lives and administrations. This 
did not by any means start with Snowden, but the bespec-
tacled North Carolinian fugitive has become an unlikely ral-
lying point for a continent desperate for independence. CP

Daniel Edwards is a journalist living in Argentina. 

The New Western Travesty: 
Beetles, Drought, Wildfires 

and Climate Change
by Joshua Frank

As my wife Chelsea and I drove through Arizona on our 
annual pilgrimage from California to Montana, orange 
smoke billowed along the darkened horizon, signals of hearts 
shattered and landscapes scorched. Days earlier nineteen 
hot shot firefighters died together as they battled the intense 
blazes near the mountain town of Yarnell. It was most lethal 
wildfire America had witnessed in 80 years.

The Yarnell flames were so erratic and intense the team 
became suddenly trapped, and despite each of the men de-
ploying their individual fire shelters, all fighting the flames 
that day perished. The lone survivor was out fetching a truck 
for his crew, only to return to the gruesome, deadly scene. It 
was the single deadliest incident for firefighters since the 9/11 
attacks on the World Trade Center.

Fires like the one that charred the small Yarnell community 
are only growing in size and ferocity in the West. According 
the National Interagency Fire Center, the number of wild-
fires every year in the US has remained relatively steady, but 
their size has increased dramatically. In 1987, a little over 2.4 
million acres burned across the country whereas 2012 saw 
over 9.3 million acres go up in flames. That’s more than the 
size of Rhode Island and Maryland combined and it’s a trend 
many see as only increasing as more droughts plague Western 
states and climate change continues to rear its ugly head.

“Today, western forests are experiencing longer wildfire 
seasons and more acres burned compared to several decades 
ago,” says Todd Sanford, a climate scientist at the Union of 
Concerned Scientists (UCS). “The greatest increase has oc-
curred in mid-elevation Northern Rockies forests, which are 
having higher spring and summer temperatures and earlier 
snowmelt. These conditions are linked to climate change.”

Seven of the largest fires since 1960 have occurred over the 
last twelve years. As these fires get larger more homes, par-
ticularly those built in fire zones, are being lost. This year’s 
Black Forest Fire in Colorado, for example, consumed over 
500 homes, while last year’s Waldo Canyon Fire, only a few 
miles away, burned almost 350 houses. Even the US Forest 
Service is beginning to hone in on the real culprit behind the 
intensified flames.

“We’re seeing more acres burned and more burned in large 
fires,” says Dave Cleaves, climate-change adviser for the US 
Forest Service. “The changing climate is not only accelerat-
ing the intensity of these disturbances, but linking them more 
closely together.”

Increased summer temperatures are exacerbating drought 
conditions and increasing pests like mountain pine beetles, 



17

which are ravaging Western forests and killing trees that in 
turn provide fuel for wild�res. Drought conditions in Arizona 
have been so bad over the past twenty years that trees like ev-
ergreens, manzanitas, oak and mahogany are drying up, be-
coming increasingly susceptible to �re.

“Even a degree or so warmer, day in day out, evapo-
rates water faster and that desiccates the system more,” says 
University of Montana �re ecologist Steve Running.

Professor Running knows his numbers. Over the past 10 
years temperatures have risen 1.6 degrees Fahrenheit across 
the continental United States, with certain states out west 
have seen an even larger jump. Arizona’s average annual tem-
perature, for instance, has risen 2.3 degrees. Yet, even as it gets 
warmer and fires burn 
hotter, people are con-
tinuing to build homes 
in �re-prone areas. And 
nobody is putting a stop 
to it. Banks are not eval-
uating loans based on 
the potential for wild�re 
and homeowners are 
having little trouble in-
suring their properties 
despite being built in the 
path of potential �ames.

Arizona is no doubt 
partially to blame for its 
own warming climate. 
�e state digs up almost 
12 million tons of coal 
every year from the Black Mesa coal mine. Coal from Black 
Mesa, owned by Peabody, is sent over to Nevada and incin-
erated in the Mohave Generating Station, which is partially 
owned by Southern California Edison. Arizona also imports 
coal from New Mexico, Colorado and Utah, producing nearly 
90 million metric tons of carbon dioxide annually from its 16 
operating coal-�red power units.

As climate change increases �re activity, it is also contrib-
uting to the Forest Service’s e
orts to battle �res. In the last 
ten years �re �ghting sta
 at the agency doubled. Currently 
40% of the Forest Service’s annual budget is allocated toward 
battling wild�res at over $2 billion a year. �e agency’s sta
-
ers has a lot of ground to cover, about 231 million acres of 
public forest land alone has a moderate to high �re risk. Of 
course, most of the focus is on protecting areas where homes 
are vulnerable. According to the Forest Service chief �omas 
Tidwell, the number of houses built within half a mile of na-
tional forests exploded from 484,000 in 1940 to 1.8 million in 
2000. �at’s a lot of property to protect at taxpayer’s expense.

From Arizona we drove through Santa Fe, New Mexico 
and headed north to Colorado Springs, where fires were 
raging and smoke �lled the summer sky. Colorado is still a 

Rocky Mountain boom state. �e housing market has roared 
back a�er a brief plunge. Currently permits to construct new 
homes are at the highest level they’ve been at in six years. 
Colorado’s population has increased by almost 1 million since 
the turn of the century. At this rate the state is projected to 
grow from its current level of 5 million to over 8 million 
people by 2040. �e Denver metro area of 2.9 million has 
outpaced the national growth average every decade since the 
1930s. What this has caused is apparent to anyone who’s spent 
time in the city: it’s a sprawling mess of a place, which only 
feeds the �ames.

According to the Fannie Mae Foundation, which is not 
exactly a foe to development, Denver ranked forth in the 

countr y for urban 
sprawl in 2000, trail-
ing only Atlanta, Miami 
and Detroit. Fannie 
Mae cited these cities as 
spreading outside their 
urban centers at a dan-
gerous rate. Strip malls 
line the Denver suburbs, 
where the housing de-
velopments are remi-
niscent of the endless 
tract homes of Orange 
County,  California. 
Much of this vast expan-
sion has pushed com-
munities into �re prone 
habitat that is a
ected by 

pine beetle infestations.
Winter temperatures aren’t as cold as they used to be in 

the Rockies, glaciers are melting and snow packs are decreas-
ing faster than normal. As such, insects like the native pine 
beetle are surviving the winter months and thriving once 
spring rolls around, which is becoming earlier every season. 
�e Forest Service estimates that areas in Colorado a
ected 
by pine beetles are around 3.4 million acres, which almost 
matches the combined 3.7 million that presently impact both 
Wyoming and South Dakota. �e Forest Service notes that 
the pace has slowed somewhat, but that’s only because mature 
trees in the outbreak hotspots have already been killed o
.

Having grown up in and around Western forests, the epi-
demic is apparent at �rst glance. Discolored trees pepper 
forest landscapes with brown and orange hues. It’s as if these 
coniferous pines have somehow turned deciduous. It’s most 
certainly a spooky climate change omen for those who care 
to notice.

Colorado’s ritzy Beaver Creek Resort, 100 miles west of 
Denver, is one of the many places where the pine beetle has 
le� its deadly mark. “We can’t stem the tide,” Tony O’Rourke, 
executive director of Beaver Creek’s Home Owners 

Arizona wildfire. Photo: US Forest Service.
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Association told Newsweek in 2008. The solution to protect 
Beaver Creek’s multi-million dollar homes O’Rourke repre-
sents? Clear-cutting. No trees means no fires. Of course, al-
lowing these types of fires to burn would be a healthier way 
to manage the problem, but O’Rourke and others aren’t about 
to risk losing their mountaintop mansions.

According to a study by research firm CoreLogic, Colorado 
is number three of 13 Western states with the most high-risk 
homes insured, trailing only California and Texas. The study 
indicated there are over 121,000 homes in Colorado that were 
built in or near forest land. A whopping 2,000 structures 
have been burned in these so-called “red zones” since 2002. 
However, this hasn’t staunched development. From 2000 to 
2010 almost 100,000 new homes were built in wildfire prone 
areas of Colorado, bringing the total number to 556,000.

Colorado, aside from refusing to put the brakes on home 
development in red zones, is also not doing much to combat 
the very problem that is making their fire seasons longer 
and more intense. In 2006, Colorado ranked seventh in the 
nation in coal production, with over 36 million short tons of 
coal produced. Burning of coal in Colorado produces around 
90 million metric tons of carbon dioxide emissions every 
single year. Like Arizona, you could call Colorado its own 
worst enemy.

After traversing state highways out of Colorado and north 
through Wyoming’s coal-country, stopping off in South 
Dakota’s Custer State Park, Chelsea and I headed on up to 
my hometown of Billings, Montana. A dozen hours on these 
lonely highways and it is easy to see that the coal barons, de-
velopers and their allies are the West’s biggest menace. No 
longer is the air fresh, Wyoming’s unfettered gas drilling has 
made parts of the state’s air quality worse than Los Angeles’ 
on its worst days. Endless streams of coal trains roll past, 
piled to the brim with black coal bound for incinerators here 
and abroad. Wyoming’s Black Thunder coal pit, operated by 
Arch Coal, is the first mine to ship out 1 billion tons of coal. 
It’s a disgusting sight to see.

Author William Kittredge calls Montana the “Last Best 
Place”, but I often wonder how long his phrase will remain 
apt for this place that I love. The majestic ice formations of 
Glacier National Park have been in retreat for years, victims 
of a warming climate. Some of the very glaciers I enjoyed in 
my youth, less than twenty years ago, are no longer around. 
Fish too may soon be casualties of climate change.

On the Madison River, where I cast my first fly, the number 
of days where the water temperature is dangerous for trout 
species (around 70 degrees) increased from six days a year 
in the 1980s to 15 per year over the past decade. It’s a sad 
reality for those that make their living entertaining wealthy 
Hollywood producers and Wall Street brokers on weeklong 
fishing expeditions on Montana’s mighty rivers: if trout 
numbers decline so will tourist dollars.

Pine beetles, as in most other Western states, are also de-

stroying trees in Montana along with a staple food source 
for threatened grizzly bears. As CounterPunch author Doug 
Peacock has written, “During 2008, the bears suffered a 
double disaster: grizzlies died in record numbers and global 
warming dealt what could be a death blow to the bear’s most 
important food source. Some 54 grizzly bears were known 
to have died in 2008, the highest mortality ever recorded … 
Related to the high mortality of 2008 was the massive die off 
of whitebark pine trees, whose nuts are the bear’s principal 
fall food. Mountain pine beetles killed the trees; the warm 
winters of the past decade allowed the insects to move up the 
mountains into the higher whitebark pine forests.”

Wildfires in Montana have also increased over the past 
several decades. Over 2 million acres of forest land burned in 
2007 and nearly 2 million more in 2012, a significant increase 
from the worst years of the 1980s and 1990s. 

As humans continue to spew more carbon dioxide into the 
atmosphere, the world’s climate will continue to be altered. 
In fact, as many scientists believe, there may already be no 
turning back. Warmer winters, hotter summers, drought and 
burning forests (and the homes built in them) may soon be 
the new norm for the Western United States. The signs are 
already all around us. If you don’t believe me just take a little 
road trip through the Rocky Mountain West to see the trav-
esty first hand. Just remember to bring your camera, it’s all 
going fast. CP

Joshua Frank, a Montana native, is managing editor of 
CounterPunch.

Obama’s Education Inc.
By Steve Horn

There are few clearer case studies of the retooling of the 
US education system to Wall Street and multinational corpo-
rations than the triumvirate Obama Administration team of 
US Secretary of Commerce Penny Pritzker, US Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan and US Secretary of Energy Ernest 
Moniz. 

Sprinkle in President Barack Obama’s departing head of 
the Department of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano, re-
cently named head of the University of California System and 
Obama’s former Secretary of Labor—Rebecca Blank—recent-
ly named Chancellor of University of Wisconsin-Madison 
and you’ve got a “gang of five.” 

Toss in former head of US operations in Iraq and Obama’s 
former head of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) David 
Petraeus, recently named an adjunct professor at University 
of Southern California and City University of New York 
Honors College. Cherry on top: Obama’s former Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates (as well as George W. Bush’s), the 
Chancellor of Texas A&M before obtaining the position of 
Pentagon chief. 
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In total, these are the “lucky seven” whose collective 
ascents to Obama’s Cabinet—revolving into and out of the 
doors of the university-military-corporate complex—serve as 
a case study of the ongoing offensive to restructure the US 
education system in service to multinational corporations 
from kindergarten through college. 

Pritzker Funding Neoliberal Education Reforms to “Close 
the Skills Gap” 

The Windy City is at the epicenter of major tumult, with 
an uprising of the Chicago Teachers’ Union (CTU) occurring 
alongside an ongoing major privatization restructuring of the 
Chicago Public School (CPS) system. 

Pritzker, heir to the Hyatt Hotel and Pritzker family 
fortune and the 271st wealthiest person in the US, according 
to the Forbes 400, is a major proponent of the ongoing stan-
dardized testing, charter schools, union-busting and “closing 
the skills gap” agenda in Chicago and in the US at-large in the 
sphere of K-12 education. 

Most recently, Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel and former 
Obama Chief-of-Staff oversaw the closing of 50 public 
schools, many of which will be replaced by charter schools. 
One of those charters, Pritzker College Prep, is named after 
Pritzker. The Pritzker family and a myriad of other corporate 
interests endow the Pritzker Traubert Family Foundation, a 
major funder of the education system restructuring agenda 
in Chicago.

The 550 laid-off teachers will be replaced, and then some, 
by Teach for America contractors, many of whom teach in 
charter schools. Just over a month after the 50 CPS school 
closings and firing of 550 teachers in May 2013, the Chicago 
Board of Education – on whose Board Pritzker formerly sat 
– announced an increase from $600,000 to $1.58 million in 
spending to hire 570 TFA teachers. 

Pritzker’s foundation funds TFA. 
“They’re providing the non-union teachers for the charter 

schools and they’re almost like a scab organization,” Mike 
Klonsky, an education studies professor at DePaul University 
explained in an interview with CounterPunch. “What you 
do is you close public schools and fire hundreds of teachers 
like we’re doing here, then you open neighborhood charter 
schools and bring in Teach for America 5-week wonders (jok-
ingly referring to the five weeks TFA teachers get for train-
ing) who work cheap and last for about two or three years. 
Then they’re gone and another batch comes in.”

Depaul University professor Kenneth Saltman describes 
the activity of mega foundations like Pritzker’s in the sphere 
of education system restructuring, euphemistically referred 
to as “education reform” by its proponents, as a form of 
“venture philanthropy.” 

Pritzker was once a member of Obama’s Council on Jobs 
and Competitiveness and formerly served on the Board of 
Directors of Chicago Public Education Fund (CPEF). 

CPEF is an incubator public-private “venture philanthro-
py” fund bankrolling public relations campaigns and think 
tanks to promote corporate school reform, also bankroll-
ing charter schools themselves in Chicago. Again, Pritzker’s 
foundation is a major funder of CPEF.

Pritzker also sits on the Advisory Board of Obama’s “Skills 
for America’s Future” initiative launched in June 2011 under 
the umbrella of the Aspen Institute. 

This initiative aims to close what’s been coined the “skills 
gap,” a term first conceptualized by the National Association 
of Manufacturers in the attempt to transform school systems 
around the world into skills-training machines that would ul-
timately benefit, first and foremost, its dues-paying members’ 
bottom lines. 

Demonstrative of her “skills gap” advocacy, in June 2011, 
Pritzker penned an article for Politico titled, “Want better 
economy? Fill skills gap.”

The rubber meets the road in the relationship between 
the Chicago school restructuring movement’s goal of creat-
ing CEO-type school principals and TFA with the Principal 
Leadership Pipeline (PPL), launched in Sept. 2007. PPL is a 
collaboration between CPS and TFA financed by the Pritzker 
Family Foundation and CPEF – again, in of itself funded by 
the Pritzker Family Foundation.

PPL arose out of CPEF’s “Great Principals Blue Ribbon 
Task Force,” formed in 2005. Its members included Pritzker 
and Arne Duncan. 

“A consensus has developed over the last few years that a 
principal is the most important person in the school build-
ing,” Pritzker once said of PPL. “Just like a [CEO], the prin-
cipal sets the tone, creates the culture, manages the team and 
ties it all together by articulating a shared vision for what 
the organization ought to be. So if we get the principal right, 
other things can fall into place.” 

Elizabeth Swanson, now the Deputy Chief of Staff for 
Education for Mayor Emanuel, derided as “Mayor 1%” 
by Chicago activists and former Chief-of-Staff of Barack 
Obama, formerly served as Executive Director of The 
Pritzker Traubert Family Foundation. Prior to heading the 
Pritzker Family Foundation, Swanson led the CPS Office of 
Management and Budget under Duncan. 

Furthermore, Heather Anichini, CEO of CPEF, once 
worked under CPS’ Office of Planning and Development 
under Duncan, leveraging that gig to become Vice President 
of Teach for America.

Duncan’s “Race to the Top” of the Education 
Reform Elite

Sec. of Education Duncan is the former CEO of CPS and 
his federal-level policy agenda in the form of Race to the Top, 
a rebranding of President George W. Bush’s No Child Left 
Behind, is Emanuel’s agenda in Chicago.

To understand the origins of the agenda, rewind to 1995, 
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when Chicago became among the numerous major US met-
ropolitan cities to grant full-control of the public school 
system to the Mayor. Others members of that club: Boston, 
Cleveland, Washington D.C., New York City and Los Angeles.

Mayoral control, spoken about in terms of “accountability” 
by Duncan, a reference to being able to “count” and quantify 
things like standardized test scores, is key for advocates of re-
con�guring K-12 education systems. 

A cornerstone of Duncan’s agenda as CPS head was the 
Recognizing Excellence in Academic Leadership/Teacher 
Advancement Program (REAL/TAP), a 5-year $27.5 million 
US Department of Education Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) 
grant.

REAL/TAP fit under the um-
brella of Bush’s No Child Left 
Behind: standardized testing, 
“teacher accountability,” charter 
school promotion and creation of 
an online charter school market. 
TAP’s origins center around right-
wing financier Lowell Milken’s 
System for Teacher and Student 
Advancement program, now over-
seen by his National Institute for 
Excellence in Teaching (NIET), 
founded in 2005.

Milken, often unmentioned in 
most accounts, has a vested fi-
nancial interest in school reform 
e
orts and “�xing failing schools.” 

�at’s because Milken is a major 
investor in K12 Inc., a corpora-
tion traded on Wall Street vending 
online schooling and curriculum 
to state and local governments. Milken invested $10 million 
in K12 Inc. in 2000, a stake now worth over $125 million, ac-
cording to a July 2008 article in Forbes.

A clear depiction of aligned interests, the Michigan-based 
Mackinac Center for Public Policy, funded by the right-wing 
Devos Foundation and Koch Family Foundations and a key 
proponent of “emergency �nancial managers” of cities in 
�scal trouble such as Detroit and Benton Harbor, praised 
CPS’ REAL/TAP and “merit pay” for teachers in a Sept. 2008 
policy brie�ng.

Prominent liberal group Center for American Progress, 
run by John Podesta, who served as co-chair of President 
Barack Obama’s transition team a�er he won the 2008 presi-
dential race, also praised “merit pay” in a well-publicized May 
2009 report. One of the co-authors of that report, Raegan 
Miller, is now the Vice President of Research Partnerships for 
Teach for America.

Moniz: One Man’s University-Corporate-National 
Security State Complex

K-12, of course, is just the building blocks for college for 
millions of US students. Enter: Sec. of Energy Ernest Moniz, 
Exhibit A of the “university-corporate-national security state 
complex.”

Moniz, a former professor at Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT), has come under �re for his outspoken 
support of nuclear power, hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) 
for shale gas and the overarching “all-of-the-above” energy 
policy advocated by both Obama and his Republican oppo-
nent in the 2012 presidential election, Mitt Romney.

Watchdogs have also discovered 
Moniz has worked as a long-time 
corporate consultant for BP during 
his time spent at MIT. 

He has received the “fracka-
demic” label for regularly accept-
ing millions of dollars from Big Oil 
to sponsor studies during his time 
heading �e MIT Energy Initiative, 
which has received over $145 
million over its seven-year history 
that industry.

MIT’s famous 2011 “�e Future 
of Natural Gas” “frackademia” 
report was funded chie�y by the 
American Clean Skies Foundation, 
a front group for the shale gas in-
dustry’s number two domestic 
producer behind ExxonMobil, 
Chesapeake Energy. 

While heading the MIT Energy 
Initiative, Moniz also worked 

alongside John Deutch, a co-author of that study. Deutch 
headed the Central Intelligence Agency under President Bill 
Clinton and now serves as head of the Board of Directors of 
Cheniere Energy, a corporation that owns many proposed 
lique�ed natural gas (LNG) export terminals, set up to export 
shale gas to the international market, as long the Gulf coast. 
Cheniere was the �rst corporation to sign a deal to export gas 
from its Sabine Pass terminal and it recently �led a request to 
the DOE to expand that terminal’s holding capacity. 

Deutch also headed the DOE fracking subcommittee con-
vened by President Obama in May 2011, which consisted 
entirely of oil and gas industry insiders. �at subcommit-
tee created fracking chemical �uid disclosure standards, to 
put it generously, embraced by ExxonMobil and adopted 
at ExxonMobil-sponsored Council of State Governments’ 
and American Legislative Exchange Council annual meet-
ings as a “model bill” in late-2011. Coming full circle, in 
May 2013, these same standards became Obama’s Bureau of 
Land Management standards for fracking �uid disclosure on 

Rebecca Blank. Photo: Commerce Dept.
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Obama and their cousins GATT and NAFTA as a member 
of President Clinton’s Council of Economic Advisors during 
the late-1990s.

Napolitano, with no previous ties to formal academia 
or pedagogy, will take over the University of California 
System, leveraging her ties to the military-industrial-secu-
rity complex while heading the Department of Homeland 
Security and bringing them “back to campus.”

“Napolitano does differ from the previous 21 white men 
who presided over the University of California in being a 
woman. She’s not different at all with respect to her career 
and connections to the national security state,” explained 
Darwin Bond-Graham in July article appearing online in 
CounterPunch. “However, DHS chief Napolitano is unlike the 
previous UC presidents in that she an academic outsider...a 
full departure from a presidency that once required the cre-
dentials of scholarship and pedagogy.”

The fullest manifestation of the “imperial campus” is David 
Petraeus’ gigs at USC and CUNY Macaulay Honors College. 

His seminar at CUNY Honors College – as learned from a 
Freedom of Information Law request – has a course descrip-
tion echoing his Kohlberg Kravis and Roberts (KKR) job de-
scription almost to a “t.” That’s not surprising: CUNY Honors 
College is just a mile walk through Central Park away from 
KKR’s New York City office.

Petraeus, co-author of the shale gas industry-utilized 
“Counterinsurgency Field Manual” and part of a group The 
Washington Post referred to as the “Warrior Intellectuals,” is 
“one man’s military-energy-industrial-finance complex.” He’s 
a literal embodiment of research universities in service to 
Wall Street’s dictates.

To put it bluntly, these seven apparatchiks’ deeds pinpoint 
just how unlucky of times advocates of public education have 
fallen upon. 

“The degree to which higher education is being handed 
over to the values of corporate and military power is alarm-
ing,” wrote Henry Giroux in CounterPunch in June 2011. “At 
a time when democratic social relations, workers, students, 
and everything that can be termed public is under attack, it is 
crucial that higher education be viewed as a central site in the 
effort to keep alive institutions...and against the technologies 
and machineries of death that appear to have a stranglehold 
on American society.” CP

Steve Horn is a Madison, Wisconsin based investigative jour-
nalist and Research Fellow at DeSmogBlog. He’s also a contrib-
uting editor of CounterPunch.

public lands. 
Moniz also formerly sat on the Board of Directors of ICF 

International, one of three industry-connected contrac-
tors who did the TransCanada Keystone XL environmental 
review. ICF also participates in the Center for Sustainable 
Shale Development, a consortium of “Gang Green” groups 
and corporate hegemons, such as Shell, Chevron and EQT 
Resources. 

Moniz and Deutch, of course, merely serve as case studies 
of a much broader phenomenon. “Frackademia” have broken 
out on many other campuses nationwide. 

CUNY Buffalo, USC, University of Tennessee-Knoxville, 
University of Texas-Austin and Ohio State University are 
all examples of schools that did prominent industry-funded 
research on shale gas environmental issues or economics 
funded by industry and often conducted by professors with 
direct industry ties. 

“Frackademia” has the power of federal law behind it. 
Section 999 of the Energy Policy Act of 2005 calls for creation 
of a public-private tax exempt 501(c)(3) “unconventional 
onshore natural gas...research and development program.” 
The program’s now simply referred to as the “Research 
Partnership to Secure Energy for America,” or RPSEA and 
provides “frackademia” grants to professors and their gradu-
ate students at research universities nationwide. 

Summing things up succinctly, speaking at an industry 
public relations conference in Houston, TX in 2011, the same 
conference where it was revealed the gas industry is employ-
ing psychological warfare tactics on US citizens and has its 
employees read the “Counterinsurgency Field Manual”, S. 
Dennis Holbrook of Independent Oil and Gas Association of 
New York stated that it’s crucial for industry to “seek out aca-
demic studies and champion with universities—because that 
again provides tremendous credibility to the overall process.”

“Unlucky Us”: Rebecca Blank, Janet Napolitano, 
David Petraeus

Rebecca Blank’s trajectory from neoliberal labor econom-
ics professor at University of Michigan to Obama’s Sec. of 
Labor to head of University of Wisconsin is instructive. UW-
Madison, under former Chancellor Carolyn “Biddy” Martin, 
was nearly turned into a private university under a program 
called the “New Badger Partnership” in spring 2011. 

The “New Badger Partnership” failed, but austerity poli-
cies prevail in the Badger State, with Assembly Bill 14 – 
sometimes referred to as the “Fast Forward for Wisconsin 
Workforce” bill, promoting the “closing the skills gap” agenda 
passing in both chambers of the legislature and signed by 
Republican Gov. Scott Walker in March 2013. 

Blank will be a reliable partner for “research and devel-
opment” on-campus for Big Agriculture, corporate energy 
interests, biotechnology, et al. After all, she oversaw the 
ongoing negotiations for Trans-Pacific Partnership for 
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Can Coalitions and Cross-Border 
Solidarity Save Hispaniola?

Dysfunctional Island
By Jeb Sprague

Political dysfunction on the island of Hispaniola is rife, 
mired in clientelist networks (as in the Dominican Republic), 
and the blatant manipulation of elections (as in Haiti). 
Whereas the populations are interlocked in many ways, his-
torical divisions remain and are readily exploited by domi-
nate national and transnational groups. Most notable are 
the racist and xenophobic tendencies aimed at the Haitian 
migrant underclass, which is so clearly present in Dominican 
society. This serves to pit poor people against one another 
based upon arbitrary divisions, racial myths, and sensational-
ized historical rivalries in an island smaller than the US state 
of Maine.

What are the prospects for the left and popular grassroots 
movements in Hispaniola under such conditions? With the 
successes in recent years of many leftist movements and pro-
gressive governments in the region, what potentials exist and 
what is holding back the formation of similar political proj-
ects in Haiti and the Dominican Republic?

In mid-2012, press reports indicated that some on the left 
in the Dominican Republic were attempting to form an elec-
toral coalition prior to the country’s recent elections, but this 
failed to materialize. The various left groups that remain, and, 
importantly, the non-electoral social movements as well, have 
an opportunity to reenergize this process and carry it out on 
a deeper level, to form a coalition that is not only limited to 
electoral politics. This could include groups such as Alianza 
Pais, Max Puig’s Alianza por la Democracia, Frente amplio, 
Dominicano por el cambio, the country’s communists in the 
Fuerza de la Revolución, and the numerous grassroots move-
ments, non-co-opted labor, university groups, and the group-
ing of non-electoral leftwing groups (that in recent years has 
called for a constitutional assembly).

Most importantly a true coalition of the left would need 
to embrace the Haitian migrant community. A left-popular 
class coalition could mobilize the excluded, even possibly 
gaining support from some in the middle class and diaspora. 
It remains to be seen if these groups (or at least a sizeable 
number of them) can coalesce, as longtime divisions and 
rivalries persist. Many also differ in their agenda towards 
Haiti, and some on the Dominican left shamefully failed to 
denounce the 2004 coup in Haiti.

The mainstream neoliberal Dominican party with populist 
rhetoric, the PRD (Partido Revolucionario Dominicano), in 
its recent political campaign had painted slogans on electric-
ity poles around the country--the catchy: “Llego Papa” (“Here 

comes Papa”, as Papa is the nickname of the perennial PRD 
candidate and former president, Hipólito Mejía). The PRD, 
and its more conservative nemesis (the PLD, which currently 
holds the presidency), appear to have somewhat of a head-
lock on the political process (but no where near as secure as 
the Republicans and Democrats in the US.).

Cracks in the two party edifices abound though; such as 
the wide spread acknowledgment of the extreme corruption 
of both parties (as well as those small parties that always ride 
their coattails). The last PRD government in office, under 
Hipólito Mejía, (2001-2004), was so deceitful and mori-
bund that for years it allowed rightwing paramilitaries to run 
violent raids into Haiti against the Lavalas government that 
was in power at the time. Mejía’s administration even took 
part in the illegal US occupation of Iraq.

At present the PRD is plagued by an internecine power 
struggle, with its different factions verbally and occasion-
ally physically assaulting one another. At first glance the situ-
ation appears rooted in a personal fight, a manifestation of 
a personality conflict between businessman Miguel Vargas 
Maldonado and the old veteran warhorse of Dominican poli-
tics, Mejía. The fight is over power, rather than over ideologi-
cal reasons or concern for the welfare of the country, even as 
the population exhibits a high poverty rate of 44%, with an 
additional 26% of the population in extreme poverty, while 
63% of workers are in the informal sector and 17% unem-
ployed.

Meanwhile, the bathed in cash corporatist PLD (the 
Partido de la Liberación Dominicana), albeit more unified 
than the PRD, has been rocked by corruption scandals, some 
making their way into Dominican courts. A den of mafia 
bosses, former president Leonel Fernandez remains the boss 
of all the PLD bosses, the “capo di tutti cappi”. Fernandez 
backed numerous ultra rightwing policies during his most 
recent period in office (2004-2012), including the outlawing 
of abortion, the deepening of racist discrimination against 
Haitians, all the while further moving government policies in 
line with the needs of transnational corporations.

The onetime third force of Dominican politics, the old 
quasi-fascist Balaguerist party, the Partido Reformista Social 
Cristiano (PRSC), has dwindled in numbers but continues to 
serve interests and actions that work against “the welfare of 
the nation”, selling itself to the highest bidder.

In this atmosphere a successful and energized popular lef-
twing and anti-corruption coalition has space to grow, and 
it could even gain in defections from those segments of the 
PRD who still honor the inspirational memory of deceased 
PRD leaders like José Francisco Peña Gómez (a far cry from 
the PRD’s current heads, Gómez, who died in 1998, spoke out 
against the 1991 coup in Haiti and in support of Sandinista 
Nicaragua in the 1980s).

In Haiti, by contrast, the left and popular forces have his-
torically been stronger but also have faced different condi-



23

tions. The Lavalas movement has had a long history of bring-
ing together numerous popular movements and grassroots 
organizations--but it has also suffered from a lack of infra-
structure and has come under repeated assaults by the right 
and faced other difficulties. Fanmi Lavalas (FL) is the formal 
political party that grew out of the pro-democracy Lavalas 
movement. It’s popular strength provoked elite destabiliza-
tion and the US perpetrated coup of 2004 and the intense 
repression that followed under the Latortue dictatorship of 
2004-2006.

Ever since the 2004 coup the Fanmi Lavalas party has been 
kept out of participating in elections, yet as a movement its 
base of support have mobilized on a number of occasions. In 
recent years, following the 2010 earthquake, the country has 
seen though a revival of the neo-Duvalierist right, as sym-
bolized by the government of Michel Martelly that came to 
office through controversial poorly attended elections. After 
natural disasters, manmade disasters, and the formation of 
an unaccountable system of NGOs across the country, Haiti’s 
sovereignty has been deeply undermined. UN troops have 
also maintained garrisons across the country since mid-2004.

Various possibilities exist though for Haiti’s popular move-
ment to rebuild itself, for example aided by its veteran ac-
tivists as well as leftist groups (such as the Koodinasyon 
Dessalines) and the Lavalas grassroots and militants. Forward 
strides are being made by the University of the Aristide 
Fondayson, with its medical school, as well as the re-creation 
of Lavalas’s Radyo Timoun. 

Some other political groups often based in the country’s 
small middle class or university, and not always on good 
terms with the Lavalas baz, might be willing to join in an an-
ti-macoute alliance but this will be difficult to achieve.* Some 
of the smaller intelligentsia groups, who claim to be on the 
left in the country, were complicit with the 2004 coup and its 
bloody aftermath.

In Haiti, when (or, if) free and fair elections are held in the 
country, Lavalas and its allies are more than likely to achieve 
electoral successes. The challenge though will be if this can be 
reflected in grassroots organizing and sustained participation 
from below without being hampered by various illegitimate 
powerbrokers. 

In both countries, coalition building faces numerous dif-
ficulties, from infighting and competition to the exploits of 
opportunists, and destabilization from the right and foreign 
powers. With sizeable informal economies and so many just 
struggling to get by, in addition to the apathy of consumerist-
individualist culture as a major depoliticizing factor, many 
difficulties exist. Challenging such conditions are of course 
tasks easier said than done.

The island is also located on the imperial frontier, a region 
with such a long history of US intervention. Some elites 
also have at their disposal paramilitary groups—a reoccur-
ring threat because of impunity and their ties to the narcot-

ics trade. At the same time the security forces in Hispaniola, 
as in some other parts of the region, are heavily penetrated 
by US agencies such as the DEA and CIA. The difficulties 
and challenges faced by Hispaniola’s left political and social 
movements are many.

Another difficulty that continues to confront political or-
ganizing on the island is the tendency for numerous smaller 
political parties and groups to appear, based around one 
individual and easy prey for networks of patronage—an en-
grained “caudillismo”. Not only does it undermine the lib-
eratory potential of the left, it also can discourage many and 
youth especially.

On a deeper social level- overcoming the tremendous 
racism that exists in the Dominican Republic toward Haitian 
migrants is vital. As they did in 1965, dispensing with their 
anti-Haitian reflexes and fighting shoulder-to-shoulder for 
an island-wide project, the Dominican left flourished, though 
was crushed by US cold war militarism backed by its local 
rightist allies. It should be emphasized here the involvement 
of Haitian fighters among the ranks of the Dominican con-
stitutionalists who faced invading US forces in 1965, some of 
whom even gave their lives for the Quisqueyana motherland 
(“Quisqueyana” was a word used by pre-conquest indigenous 
peoples to describe the island). Remembering the past and 
honoring the labor of migrant communities, immigrant 
rights are at the forefront of struggle for progressives and 
leftists. Successful media-savvy immigrant rights activism is 
taking place in the Dominican Republic, such as with Grupo 
Sacerdotal Don Hélder Cámara, a liberation theology group.

In conclusion, the ideas here should not just be seen as 
distant dreams, or discarded in the face of the constant day to 
day political fights that take place. The popular classes need 
to think big. We need to stand back and look at the future 
horizon, not just in Hispaniola, but also around the world. 
We live in conditions rife for social change. The right has no 
answers to the deepening ecological and inequality crises of 
capitalist globalization. In such deplorable circumstances the 
right can only divide people and exploit the various weak-
nesses and divisions present (or their historical residue), in 
order to retain power and of course call on powerful allies.

Unity of the left must take place in Hispaniola if any mean-
ingful change to the nature of the island’s highly unequal so-
cio-economic and corrupt political systems are to take place, 
and part of this must involve breaking down racism and xe-
nophobia, and building stronger local and transnational alli-
ances and coordination from below. In the short-term, a shift 
to the left, though with many intermediate steps, appears 
more achievable in Haiti, especially with a rift in the ruling 
groups widening--between the macoute and liberal bourgeoi-
sie sectors. Continued mobilization and organizing, and, at 
times, compromises, will need to be made for the popular 
classes on the island of Hispaniola to improve their condi-
tions. To stop the right from recuperating power, they will 
need a concerted and coherent political project locally and 
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with strong bonds of solidarity across the island, and expand-
ed ties with the new regional alternatives. CP

Jeb SPrague is the author of Paramilitarism and the Assault 
on Democracy in Haiti (Monthly Review Press, 2012).

*Note: the “tonton macoutes” were the paramilitary forces 
of the old Duvalier dictatorship and by extension the word 
“macoute” is often used to describe right-wingers who sup-
ported this regime and those who promote its newer political 
manifestations.

Manning and the Politics of 
Contrition

By Binoy Kampmark

Promises, and more promises.  First, of a punishment that 
would be over a century.  Then, a reduction to a punishment 
less than a century.  And then a 35 year sentence.  All of this 
for leaking information to a media outfit, history’s foremost 
moral vigilante in the form of Julian Assange’s WikiLeaks 
Party.

Bradley Manning did not need to apologise for his actions, 
to show remorse, but the depths of human emotion can be 
cavernous, even eternal.  Guilt comes galloping up after a de-
cision is made.  Remorse follows.  Did he harm anybody by 
revealing evidence of unwarranted, vicious state violence?  

When it came to showing contrition, Manning was already 
a battered man, not so much wounded as psychologically bat-
tered.  When it came to having his conscience pushed and 
beaten back into a box, he was already a legal husk of a being, 
a murmur of a grotesque legal system.  Survival produces the 
most extreme, and understandable emotions.

Manning’s defence lawyer has undertaken the habitual 
patching up for his client, though the language seems to be 
unnecessarily cosmetic, and even tactically accommodat-
ing.  It was always going to be difficult to do otherwise, for 
those with any sense about the effects of what happened with 
Manning’s material, there was always going to more “good” 
than “bad”.  He did his golden best; his employees did their 
dastardly worst. 

Before the state apparatus, Coombs claimed that his client 
“had pure intentions at the time that he committed his of-
fences.”  Then, Coombs went on to claim that, “At the time, 
Pfc. Manning really, truly, genuinely believed that this infor-
mation would make a difference.”

Coombs went further to note the age of his client, he was 
21 when he enlisted in 2007.  He had limited experience of 
either life or the military.  These pointers might be seen as 

great unsullied virtues: minimal experience of a life to be 
spoiled by an inventory of experience; little or no experi-
ence of a killing machine that will demand an outrageous and 
onerous fidelity.  Besides, as Oscar Wilde quipped, one can’t 
be young enough to know everything.

Really, truly, genuinely, Manning did terrify the socks of a 
sensitive power system so thin skinned about its behaviour 
it had to make an example of the morally awoken reprobate.   
This is the gloss of idealism, the tender moment in life when 
the human finds solace in an effort to improve the world, 
notably one venal in its constitution. 

A mistake to take away from Coombs’ address would be 
to assume that Manning had lost his value as one of history’s 
great whistleblowers.  It was ugly to read material in which 
Manning revealed the “mental pressure” that had ensued 
from the days of “don’t ask, don’t tell”.  But if gender identity 
disorder produces such acts of patriotism, a mass program of 
identity induction for the U.S. military might be in order.   He 
might have been confused, but in the sense of exposing an 
abuse, he was crystal clear and devastatingly lucid.

In such situations, like a confession delivered under 
torture, duress vitiates its value. The scapegoat must be pun-
ished to purify the collective body. The scapegoat, for that 
very reason, is deemed the shoddiest and weakest link in the 
disease of that body. It’s singling out is a revelation, an ex-
posure of a sickness.  An attempt at eradication is, in many 
ways, a confession.  It was Manning who went right while 
those around him went wrong.  The body squeals as the sore 
is treated.

As Manning was going through the treadmill of torturous 
injustice, he was a reminder of the problems facing the U.S. 
security base, the establishment that has heavily clipped the 
body of human rights in the name of protecting rights.  His 
lawyer has been left to pick at the technicalities of punish-
ment, a punishment not to exceed 25 years because the clas-
sification of some documents leaked would have expired in 
2007.

It is left to those outside the formal legal process to con-
tinue the campaign.  Any project against the abuse of state 
power that does not make the protection and release of such 
figures as Manning is a hollow one.  The sparks and sparkles 
are already to be found in movements across the globe. Let 
them continue till they burn with a savage yet constructive 
fury. CP

Dr. Binoy Kampmark was a Commonwealth Scholar at 
Selwyn College, Cambridge.  He lectures at RMIT University, 
Melbourne and is on the WikiLeaks Party Senate ticket for 
Victoria, running with Julian Assange and Dr. Leslie Cannold.  
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bonuses but pensions and health ben-
efits denied to artists are totally absent 
from his critique. Krueger says many 
successful artists are just lucky, yet he 
ignores the corporate use of payola 
(bribes to radio stations) which often 
determines what music gets heard.

Tom Morello  of Rage Against the 
Machine--first ballot shoo-ins for the 
Hall of Fame when they become eli-
gible in 2017—sums up what Krueger 
refuses to see: “I’ve come to think of 
the music business as this layer of 
people—the managers, the attorneys, 
the record company executives—who 
are like the landlords of this building 
that is the music industry. The bands 
just rent a room for a short time. These 
landlords all know one another and 
have business dealings with each other, 
long before you put your band together 
and long after your band is dropped 
from the label. Their interest is more 
in keeping the building in good shape 
than in the interest of the people who 
check in and out.”

It’s primarily the executives and the 
stockholders (and the few artists like 
Jay-Z who become executives) who 
come out on top in what Krueger ac-
curately describes as a “winner take all 
economy,” admitting that “an astonish-
ing 84 per cent of total income growth 
from 1979 to 2011 went to the top one 
per cent of families.” True enough, 
but why? Krueger’s answer is that 

“Economic forces have been chipping 
away at the middle class for decades.”

Blaming economic forces implies 
that some unseen hand determines 
economic outcomes. But the  polar-
ization of wealth is caused by spe-
cific policies implemented by specific 
people, politicians such as Krueger’s 
boss Barack Obama and the President’s 
most immediate Democratic predeces-
sor, Bill Clinton.

These policies include NAFTA, the 
bank bailout, a military budget nearing 
a trillion dollars a year, massive subsi-
dies to fossil fuel corporations, the mil-
itarization of the border, Obamacare, 
the prison industrial complex, school 

singing about “one nation” or praising 
“new heights of success in our economy” 
on “This Land is Your Land”:

As I was walkin’—In the 
shadow of the steeple

Near the relief office—I see my 
people

And some are grumblin’ and 
some are wonderin’

If this land’s still made for you 
and me

Guthrie and Springsteen are only 
two of the many Hall members who’ve 
represented, in song or in action, the 
hopes and dreams of the world looking 
from the bottom up. From Leadbelly to 
Donna Summer; from Billie Holiday 
to Metallica; from James Brown to 
Jackson Browne; from Black Sabbath 
to Stevie Wonder; from  the Clash to 
Bob Marley to Johnny Cash. The excep-
tion who  proves the rule is the pro-war, 
tax-avoiding Bono, who was lauded by 
Krueger.

Krueger said “I have learned from 
25 years of teaching that the best way 
to explain economics is through the 
example of the rock & roll industry.” 
He gave the example that “The price 
of the average concert ticket increased 
by nearly 400 per cent from 1981 to 
2012, much faster than the 150% rise 
in overall consumer price inflation.” In 
forty-six paragraphs on the polariza-
tion of wealth in the music industry, 
Krueger never mentions anyone but 
artists as the cause of that growing 
gap. He never mentions a single cor-
poration and utters not a single word 
about Ticketmaster, even though 
Ticketmaster’s obscene fees--often for 
no discernible service at all--are a big 
part of the escalation of ticket prices. 
The corporate executives and stock-
holders who control the music industry 
and receive not only high salaries and 

Class Act
by Lee Ballinger

I am one of several hundred voters 
who decide annually who gets in-
ducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of 
Fame. In some years I’m proud of our 
work because it shines a light on truly 
important artists. In other years I’m 
embarrassed by our collective choices. 
But at our worst, we have never done 
anything so out of line with the heart of 
American culture as the June 12 appear-
ance by Alan B. Krueger at the Hall of 
Fame in Cleveland. Krueger was there 
as chairman of the President’s Council 
of Economic Advisers to make a pre-
sentation entitled “Land of Hope and 
Dreams: Rock and Roll, Economics, 
and Rebuilding the Middle Class.” 

Krueger began by saying “It is essen-
tial to have institutions like the Rock & 
Roll Hall of Fame that can bring people 
together and remind us that we are 
one nation, united by our hopes and 
dreams.”

Actually, the Rock & Roll Hall of 
Fame reminds us that we are two 
nations: rich and poor, war makers and 
peace lovers, violent cops and victims, 
despoilers of the environment and de-
fenders of the earth.

While Krueger came to praise Caesar  
(“We rightly celebrate the achieve-
ments of those who have been able 
to scale new heights of success in our 
economy”)  there are no members of 
the Hall of Fame who’ve written songs 
in praise of America’s power elite or 
who are even close to being in the 1%.  
Instead, the music is likely to be about 
the whores, gamblers, sinners, and 
losers who populate “Land of Hopes 
and Dreams,” the Bruce Springsteen 
song which Krueger copped for the 
title of his talk. Nor was Springsteen’s 
fellow Hall inductee Woody Guthrie 
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privatization, the student debt industry, 
and Homeland Security. The trillions 
of dollars wasted on those programs 
could instead be spent on creating tens 
of millions of useful middle class jobs 
and shifting the focus of our society 
from corporations and control to 
people and their passions.

But Paul Krueger wasn’t at the Rock 
& Roll Hall of Fame to talk about the 
different world that’s possible. He was 
there to shift our gaze from reality to 
a reality show starring the ghost of the 
middle class of the 1950s. “To rebuild 
the economy from the middle out,” he 
said,  “the private sector will have to 
step up and reinvigorate the norms and 
institutions that have supported the in-
clusive growth in the past.” 

Krueger went on to make the in-
credible claim that the most successful 
companies are the ones who pay their 
employees well, adding that “a reduc-
tion in inequality [of pay] would be 
good for efficiency, economic growth, 
and stability.” In fact, in this age of glo-
balization it’s just the opposite—the 
winners are the ones who get there 
first paying the least. For example, in 
early July Walmart threatened to pull 
out of DC if the city passed legislation 
requiring corporations to pay more 
than minimum wage. Walmart is an 
extremely successful corporation as 
is Nike and the other US corpora-
tions who get their production done in 
sweatshops.  

The relentless drumbeat about 
wanting to help the middle class is 
meant to drown out the truth—corpo-
rate profits are at an all-time high, fifty 
million Americans now live in poverty, 
and job-eliminating technology has 
ended the possibility of going back to 
the American Dream of yesteryear. Yet 
there was Barack Obama right after the 
2012 election saying “I’ve got a mandate 
to help middle class families.” 

A more accurate picture of who 
Obama actually helps can be found in 
the career of Richard Parsons, a one per 
center who is now enjoying retirement 
as the owner of an Italian winery. From 

2000 to 2007 Parsons was the chairman 
of AOL Time Warner, parent company 
of Warners and many other record 
labels, where he was known for using 
a corporate jet to fly around the world 
to record company parties. Parsons, al-
though not mentioned by Paul Krueger 
in his description of “winner takes all” 
in the music industry, was also known 
for occupying one of the most expen-
sive corner offices ever built and for 
firing thousands of employees, force-
fully expelling them from the middle 
class.

Although his previous political expe-
rience was as an advisor to Republican 
Rudy Giuliani and to billionaire 
Michael Bloomberg, in 2008 Parsons 
was brought aboard Obama’s economic 
advisory team.  Obama, almost certain-
ly with the agreement of Parsons, em-
braced and expanded the bank bailout, 
which should have alerted the country 
as to where his priorities lay.

On November 17, 2008, Citigroup 
fired 52,000 workers.  Four days later 
the Fed committed $326 billion to 
Citigroup. Citigroup was charged less 
than one percent interest on this “loan” 
at the same time it was charging up 
to seventeen percent interest on sub 
prime loans. In January 2009, just as 
Obama took office, Citigroup tapped 
the Fed for $100 billion. The very 
next month the other shoe dropped-

-Richard Parsons became chairman 
of Citigroup. According to the GAO, 
Citigroup borrowed $2.513 trillion from 
the Fed between 2007 and 2010. It did 
not use that money to hire back the 
52,000 workers who were fired in 2008. 
Yet there was Paul Krueger, standing 
at a podium at the Rock Hall of Fame, 
saying “The government can only set 
the conditions for the private sector to 
grow and provide more jobs and op-
portunities for middle class families.”

In Cleveland, Krueger’s conclusion 
was that “the President’s agenda makes 
so much sense for our economy.” Much 
of the agenda Krueger described was 
impossibly vague or downright silly but 
otherwise it went from meaningless 

(“Non-binding shareholder votes on 
CEO pay”) to truly scary (“addresses 
our long-run entitlement problems”) 
which, when translated, means priva-
tizing Social Security.

An agenda which makes much more 
sense for the economy can be found 
in the words of Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame inductees.

Carlos Santana: I envision a world 
where water, electricity, food, and edu-
cation would be for free in the next 25 
years for everyone on this planet.

 
Public Enemy:  
Corporations owe 
Dey gotta give up the dough 
To da town 
or else 
We gotta shut ‘em down 
 
John Lennon: 
Imagine no possessions 
I wonder if you can 
No need for greed or hunger 
A brotherhood of man 
Imagine all the people 
Sharing all the world

Paul Krueger isn’t listening, of course, 
and it’s open to question how much his 
audience at the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame was listening to him. Krueger 
himself said that the most interesting 
question he got was: Who should be in 
the Hall of Fame among those artists 
not yet enshrined? His answer was 
Annie Lennox.

Annie Lennox? I’d be willing to at 
least think about voting for her. But 
voting for either of the two corpo-
rate parties is unthinkable. As Public 
Enemy says: “Neither party is mine / 
Not the jackass or the elephant.”

I don’t know about you, but from 
now on I’m only going to vote for can-
didates or parties whose message I can 
find in the music. CP

Lee Ballinger co-edits Rock & Rap 
Confidential. Free email subscriptions 
are available by writing rockrap@aol.
com.
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world of bookies, transvestites, loan sharks, slum lords and thugs for hire. “Stark in the 
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noir, Landau’s atmospheric novel is both thrilling and hilarious: imagine the Maltese 
Falcon narrated by Woody Allen.

Available now from CounterPunch Books
www.counterpunch.org

1 (800) 840-3683

Saul Landau’s Stark in the Bronx: A Detective Novel




